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Obtaining Medical Certificates Concerning Women’s Sexual Status
with Emphasis on the Right to Bodily Integrity in the Iranian Legal
System: Possibility or Prohibition?

Mahnaz Bayat Komitaki!, Rambod Domirani?

Highlights

e From a medical perspective, the virginity certificate lacks sufficient reliability to prove or disprove
virginity and cannot be considered a dependable piece of evidence or presumption.

e The right to bodily integrity is not absolute and, in light of principles such as human dignity and
the prohibition of harm, cannot serve as a valid justification for obtaining a virginity certificate.

e Due to its conflict with the principles of no harm, justice, human dignity, and the protection of
women and the family, obtaining a virginity certificate should be prohibited in the Iranian legal
system.

ABSTRACT

Introduction

The virginity certificate, which represents the most prominent example of certificates concerning women’s
sexual status, remains a subject of controversy and ambiguity in the Iranian legal system as a deeply rooted
phenomenon in social customs and traditions. This certificate, issued based on the medical examination of
the hymen, is often regarded as an indicator of a woman's virginity and may produce significant legal and
social consequences. However, contemporary medical science has demonstrated that hymenal examination
cannot reliably determine the existence or absence of prior sexual intercourse. Factors such as non-sexual
physical trauma, anatomical variations of the hymen, the possibility of surgical reconstruction, and different
forms of sexual activity undermine the evidentiary value of such examinations. Despite these scientific
uncertainties, no explicit legal provision in Iranian law directly addresses the permissibility or prohibition
of obtaining a virginity certificate, thereby giving rise to various legal, ethical, and social challenges. The
primary objective of this study is to clarify the legal nature of the virginity certificate and to assess the
permissibility or impermissibility of obtaining it within the framework of Iranian law. To this end, the study
examines the concept of the right to bodily integrity (right over one’s body) as a potential justification and
evaluates it in light of fundamental legal principles such as the principle of no harm (La-Zarar), human
dignity, justice and non-discrimination, as well as the necessity of protecting the family institution and
safeguarding women's rights.
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Methods

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical method and relies on library-based sources. In the descriptive
phase, key concepts such as virginity, the hymen, and the virginity certificate are defined and examined
from both medical and jurisprudential perspectives. Furthermore, the legal status of the virginity certificate
in Iran is analyzed, particularly regarding the identification of entitled individuals and competent authorities
responsible for issuing such certificates. In the analytical phase, the study first explores the “right to bodily
integrity” as the principal argument invoked by proponents of the permissibility of obtaining a virginity
certificate. Using Hohfeld’s framework of rights, the nature and classification of this right are examined.
Subsequently, two major interpretative approaches—agency-based and dignity-based—are employed to
assess the scope and limitations of this right. The study then proceeds to extract and analyze the legal
grounds for prohibiting the virginity certificate by referring to fundamental legal principles derived from
the Constitution, domestic charters such as the Patients’ Rights Charter, and binding international human
rights instruments. These principles include the prohibition of harm, justice and equality, respect for human
dignity, the protection of family, and the necessity of supporting vulnerable groups, particularly women.

Results and Discussions

The findings of this study indicate that, from a medical standpoint, the virginity certificate lacks sufficient
reliability to prove or disprove virginity. Due to the diverse anatomical characteristics of the hymen, the
possibility of damage caused by non-sexual factors, the existence of elastic hymens that do not exhibit
visible changes after intercourse, and advancements in hymenal reconstruction techniques, it is impossible
to draw definitive conclusions about an individual’s sexual history based solely on hymenal examination.
Therefore, such a certificate cannot be regarded as a conclusive piece of evidence or even a dependable
presumption in many legal contexts. From a legal perspective, although the right to bodily integrity may
initially appear to justify an individual's decision to obtain a virginity certificate, a deeper analysis reveals
that this right is not absolute and is subject to significant limitations. Under a dignity-based approach, the
exercise of bodily autonomy is impermissible where it results in harm or violates human dignity. Moreover,
within the Iranian legal framework, this right is constrained by principles that protect bodily integrity,
prohibit invasive acts without justified necessity, and emphasize the preservation of personal privacy. In
addition, the principle of no harm (La-Zarar), as a fundamental rule in Islamic and Iranian law, negates any
act that causes physical, psychological, or reputational damage. Empirical evidence suggests that the
practice of obtaining virginity certificates can lead to serious psychological harms such as anxiety,
depression, humiliation, and even suicidal tendencies, as well as social consequences including damage to
personal reputation and the risk of honor-based violence. Furthermore, the practice is inherently
discriminatory, as it disproportionately targets women and thereby violates the principle of equality and
non-discrimination. While men are not subjected to comparable examinations, women are often required
to undergo invasive procedures based on social expectations, which reflects a clear gender-based disparity.
The principle of human dignity, recognized both in domestic constitutional law and international human
rights instruments, prohibits any degrading or humiliating treatment. The examination of the hymen,
particularly when conducted for non-therapeutic and non-educational purposes, may constitute a violation
of this principle. Moreover, the requirement or expectation of presenting a virginity certificate may
undermine trust between spouses and negatively affect the formation of a healthy family unit. This
contradicts the legal obligation to protect and strengthen the family as a fundamental social institution.
Finally, considering the legislator’s protective approach toward women and vulnerable groups—especially
orphaned or unaccompanied girls—subjecting such individuals to mandatory or quasi-mandatory
examinations contradicts the very objectives of legal protection and may exacerbate their vulnerability.

Conclusion

The overall findings of this research demonstrate that, despite the absence of an explicit legal prohibition,
the practice of obtaining a virginity certificate lacks a valid legal foundation within the Iranian legal system.
It stands in clear contradiction with fundamental legal principles, including the prohibition of harm, respect
for human dignity, justice and equality, and the protective policies aimed at supporting families and
safeguarding women's rights. Accordingly, it is recommended that the legislator explicitly prohibit the
issuance and use of virginity certificates. In cases where medical examination is necessary—particularly in
criminal proceedings such as sexual assault—greater emphasis should be placed on scientifically reliable
assessments of genital health rather than the concept of virginity, in order to enhance accuracy while
minimizing harm and preserving human dignity.
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