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ed. Iran's Struggles for Social Justice: Economics, Agency, Justice, Activism. New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2017, pp. 271-288; Mojtaba Mahdavi, “Post-Islamist Trends in Postrevolutionary Iran.” Comparative Studies
of South Asia, Aftrica, and the Middle East 31:1, 2011: 94-1009.

18 Antagonism
19 Agonism

20 Chantal Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox (London: Verso,2000).
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Difference? Neither ‘End of History’ Nor ‘Clash of Civilizations” (UK: Routledge, 2012), 1-23.
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Editor’s Note
 Understanding the Divergent and Tense Interpretations
 of Iran’s Last Century

The intense political debates surrounding the history of Iran in the fourteenth solar
century, as well as the often sharply divergent interpretations of historical events and
tigures, reveal that different social groups within Iranian society do not evaluate the recent
past in the same way. The issue here is not the historical facts themselves, nor academic
research on key events and influential personalities of the past century. Rather, the focus
is on how various social groups understand and interpret these events and figures.

Collective memory, as a social construct, cannot be examined abstractly or apart from
the social imagination, collective creativity, and the historical context of each era.
Consequently, we do not deal with a single collective memory but with multiple,
sometimes competing, collective memories that can coexist, remain fluid, and undergo
transformation. Women, religious or ethnic minorities, for example, may hold distinct
narratives and interpretations of the historical past.

In a closed society and under conditions of acute political tension, this diversity and
plurality of collective memory can take on a critical and even volatile character. This occurs
when interpretations of shared symbols, commemorations, or historical narratives become
subjects of intense disagreement, conflict, doubt, erasure, or distortion. In such
circumstances, competing and contradictory collective memories can turn into sources of
hostility and mistrust among different social groups, undermining social cohesion and
weakening or even fracturing collective identity.

This profound divergence and fragmentation weigh heavily on the collective
consciousness of today’s Iran, despite the remarkable expansion of historical research on
twentieth-century Iran, particularly in universities outside the country, in recent decades.
Perhaps never before has there been such an extensive accumulation of scholarly literature
on modern Iranian history. Yet, paradoxically, interpretations of this past have never been
so polarized or contradictory. Such divergence reaches its peak when dealing with the
painful and critical moments of history, its defeats, ruptures, and tragic events.

Interpretations of the past are not limited to what has occurred historically; they are
deeply intertwined with visions of the future, contemporary identities, and the political
and social projects currently at play. Collective memory links past, present, and future,
turning historical events and figures into identity markers that shape today’s group
identities, influence political actors and elites, and give meaning to various tensions or
aspirations for the future. Judgments about figures such as Reza Shah, Mohammad Reza
Shah, Mohammad Mossadegh, and Ruhollah Khomeini, or events such as the 1953 coup,
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political activism in the 1960s and 1970s, the 1979 Revolution, and post-1979
developments, have become integral to the identities of different groups and individuals.

Divergent readings of the past are not unique to Iran. What distinguishes Iran,
however, is the absence of conventional public spaces for articulating these
interpretations, engaging in critical debate, and fostering reasoned reflection on major
historical events. A state that seeks to impose its own ideologically driven politics of
memory from above plays a crucial role in generating and intensifying these tensions in
the public sphere.

The central aim of raising this discussion in Azadi-ye Andisheh (Freedom of Thought
Journal) is to explore the roots of such divergent interpretations of key historical events
over the past century. How can we move beyond simplistic binary oppositions that
oversimplify history? How can academic research and scholarly debate help reduce
tensions over historical interpretation and contribute to more balanced, fair, and critical
readings of the past?

This issue includes five articles in Persian and three in English, each examining, from
a different angle, the phenomenon of collective memory, the tensions surrounding the
past in contemporary Iranian society, and their underlying causes and outward
manifestations.

Saeed Paivandi, Nayereh Tohidi
December 2025
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Meaning and Roots of the Crisis of Collective Memory
in Iran

Farhad Khosrvokhavar, Saeed Patvand:*

Abstract

Iran today is facing the challenge of a collective memory crisis. The main symptom of the crisis is a situation
in which the memories, bistorical narratives, or shared symbols of the past are in dispute, doubted, forgotten,
or distorted in such a way that social solidarity, collective identity, or collective narrative is disturbed or
broken. After providing basic definitions of collective memory and an initial conceptual framework, the
article analyses five specific examples in contemporary Iranian history over which there are very different
interpretations and tensions within society, namely: the fall of the Mossadegh government in 1953; the
1979 revolution; the 1980-1988 Iran-Iraq wary the issue of the hijab; and the status of the 1925-1941
Reza Shab Pablavi period. The crisis of collective memory must be understood in relation to a larger crisis
between government and society that has engulfed various areas of Iranian society. Collective memory is
both a product of this crisis between government and society, and a producer of this confrontation.

Keywords

collective memory, Iran, crisis, social imaginary, social mistrust

"Farhad Khosrokhavar is a sociologist. He is recognized for his research on the sociology of
contemporary Islam, radicalization, and the social and anthropological issues facing Muslim
communities in France. His recent publication is "Revolt Against Theocracy: The Mahsa Movement
and the Feminist Uprising in Iran" (2025)

"Saced Paivandi is a sociologist and a professor at the University of Lorraine in France. His
research focuses on the sociology of higher education and youth (France), intellectuals, and
social movements (Iran). His latest books ate "The Academic Profession” (2019) in French and
"The Feminization of Education: An International Perspective” (2020) in English
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A feature of contemporary Iranian
society is the presence of conflicting
interpretations  regarding  historical
events, such as the fall of the Mossadegh
government in 1953 and the revolution
of 1979. Tension over collective
memory arises as society confronts
multiple crises in politics, society, the
economy, and the environment.
Government-society tension and public
distrust of the political system have
undermined official versions of history.
Women and minority groups, including
ethnic and religious minority groups,
have challenged the government’s view
of political events in recent decades.
This article analyzes Iran's crisis of
collective memory as a sociological issue
in its various aspects.

What is collective memory?

We define memory and collective
memory as individual and group
connections to the past. History shapes
collective memory, but its interpretation
varies depending on contexts, and it also
involves social creativity by the groups
which construct these connections and
understandings. One of the first to
address the issue of collective memory in
the social sciences was Maurice
Halbwachs,! a French sociologist, who
considered  this concept to be

sociological, while in the following
decades social psychology, history, and
philosophy also joined the ranks of
claimants to this debate. 2 From our
point of view, the anthropological aspect
of the debate, which is related to the
biocultural aspects of the daily lives of
people, is also of great significance. In
discussing collective memory, it is
essential to focus on the collective
dimension of it and on how groups
develop shared understandings of the
past, as well as the mechanisms behind
this process, which involve collective
creativity and the reshaping and
reconstructing of past memories.

Halbwachs’s work on collective
memory is a critical re-interpretation of
the concept of representation in
Durkheim's theory, which is about fixed
and shared views in a social group that
unconsciously affect its members. 3
Durkheim argued that society takes
precedence over individual
consciousness.  Halbwachs  adopted
Durkheim's approach in examining
collective memory and investigated the
social foundations of collective memory
alongside individual conscience. 4 In
analyzing  historical ~ research  on
collective memory, Pierre Bouchat and
Olivier Klein’ point out the existence of
two trends since Halbwachs's time. The

! Halbwachs, Mautice. Les cadres socianx de la mémoire. Patis, Albin Michel, 1994 [1925].
2 Pennebaker, James W., Bernard Rim, and Dario Paez, eds. Collective memory of political events: Social psychological

perspectives. Lawrence Earlbaun Associates, 1997.

3 The fundamental issue in Durkheim's view is that society transmits collective notms and beliefs to the
individual in the processes of socialization, and this internalization of society’s norms by the individual is a
coercive process. The individual's relationship is influenced in a one-way relationship by collective beliefs
and representations, and the individual cannot change it at will.

4 Mucchielli, Laurent. "Pour une psychologie collective: I'néritage durkheimien d'Halbwachs et sa rivalité
avec Blondel durant l'entre-deux-guerres." Revwue d'bistoire des sciences humaines 1, no. 1 (1999): 103-141.

5> Bouchat, Pietre, and Klein ,Olivier. "Se souvenir ensemble: la mémoite collective a travers le prisme de la
psychologie sociale." Cabiers de psychologie clinigne 53, no. 2 (2019), VA%,
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first trend considers collective memory
to be a set of memories of members of a
community or a social group that are
common to them and that contribute to
their collective identity. The second
trend considers collective memory to be
more of a transcendent phenomenon
that is built through symbols and human
creations, including historical buildings,
literature, monuments, works of art, etc.
The first tendency considers collective
memory to be more of an individual
subjective phenomenon, while the
second tendency refers to collective
memory as a phenomenon that
transcends the individual.

Relatedly, Guy Beiner¢ discusses the
concept of “social memory” and its
limitations in connection with the
concept of “social forgetting’” and with
particular reference to Nietzsche’s view
in which forgetting is understood as
active and proactive rather than passive.
Beiner criticizes the use of the adjective
“collective” in many studies of collective
memory. According to him, this concept
assumes a kind of homogeneity that
rarely exists. He believes that since
memory is a constructed phenomenon it
is completely open to manipulation by
those who try to preserve it unchanged.
In reality, the construction of a purely
collective memory is a political ideal that
is never fully accomplished and is always

contested by different groups in society.”
Collective memory in the humanities has
been the subject of much debate, review,
and criticism. 8 The structuralist
approach tends to marginalize the role
of collective creation and focuses more
on the influence of institutions and
social symbols. From a sociological
perspective, collective memory is a
construct that is closely related to
collective experiences and the dynamics
of society.” Of note in this regard is the
fact that digital technology has rapidly
expanded over the past twenty years,
reshaping how individuals and social
groups interact. Virtual networks serve
as platforms for communication among
large groups, and collective memory has
changed as a result of their use.

While memory relies on the
individual in relation to the lived past,
collective memory is related to the social
dimension  beyond the personal
memory, and is based on the shared
understanding that a social group has
about events, personalities, places.
Collective memory therefore differs
from individual memory, and these
concepts are  generally  regarded
independently rather than in relation to
one another.!® Many authors who have
worked on collective memory agree that
the collective memory is not carved in
stone once and for all, and that

6 Beiner, Guy. "Troubles with remembering; or, the seven sins of memory studies.” Dublin Review of

Books” 94 (November 2017).

7 Beinet, Guy. "Irish Studies and the Dynamics of Disremembering," in Cotporaal, Marguérite, Christopher
Cusack, and Ruud van den Beuken. Irish studies and the dynamics of memory: Transitions and transformations. Peter

Lang, 2017, 302.

8 Viaud, Jean. "Mémoire collective, représentations sociales et pratiques sociales." Connexions, 80, no. 2

(2003), 13-14.

9 Pennebaker, Rim, and Paez, Collective memory of political events, 4-5.
10 Bouchat, Pierre, and Klein, Olivier. "Se souvenir ensemble: la mémoite collective 4 travers le prisme de la
psychologie sociale." Cabiers de psychologie clinique 53, no. 2 (2019): 183-204, 186.
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interpretations and narratives can
undergo profound transformations over
time.!! From this perspective, it can be
said that collective memory is marked by
both continuity as well as discontinuity.

Through an analysis of activism,
Alain Touraine proposed the theory of
subjectivation, which plays a major role
in  collective memory. In the
construction of the memory, the subject
endeavors to grasp his/her personal
memory in the form of a collective
phenomenon and  endeavors  to
transform it from a purely individual
perspective into a social phenomenon.
Thus, if collective memoty is a social
construct, its dynamism and fluidity in
time and its plurality are formed with
respect to social groups in the process of
“subjectivation” and intersubjective
interactions. Without subjectivation,
that is the giving of new subjective
meanings to events through creativity
and interaction with other people, there
would be no transformation in collective
memory. Another significant aspect in
the process of subjectivation is the place
of the emotions and sentiments.
Emotions and sentiments play a role in
shaping and transforming collective
memory, and therefore analysis of the
phenomenon of collective memory
should address them  alongside
cognitive, objective, and structural
factors. In the analysis of activism, Alain
Touraine proposed the theory of
subjectivation, which plays a major role
in  collective memory. In the
construction of the memory, the subject
endeavors to grasp his/her personal
memory in the form of a collective

phenomenon and  endeavors  to
transform it from a purely individual
perspective into a social phenomenon.

The cultural context and specific
conditions of each country is another
element to take into account in the
construction of collective memory. It is
argued that the experience of democratic
countries or open societies should be
distinguished from the case of countries
as Iran with autocratic governments.
The main issue in this distinction is the
type of relationship between civil society
and the government. The consequence
of distrust and tension between the
government and its official institutions
on the one hand and civil society on the
other, is the emergence of competing
and different interpretations of historical
events that put into question the
legitimacy of autocratic regimes.

In the analysis of collective memory,
the question of time and the relationship
between the present, the past, and the
future is also fundamental to the analysis
of collective memory. Collective
memory reflects the perception of a
social group at a historical moment.
Collective ~ memory  means  fe-
appropriating the past to prepare for the
future, and this work is legitimized
through an appeal to the present, as
viewed and constructed by social actors.

The social function and sources of
collective memory

Collective memory is related to the past
from the perspectives of the present and
the expected future, and is based on
perceptions of society at a specific time.

11 Lefranc, Sandrine. And Gensburger, Sarah. (Dit.). La mémoire collective en question(s). Presses universitaires de

France, 2023, 12-15.
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It is not a static construct and changes
over time. The emergence of new social
groups also impacts its structure and
content. Collective memory has an
identity dimension that is expressed
through shared belief, which binds
individuals to one another and allows
them to develop a collective spirit. For
this reason, collective memory is not the
sheer reproduction of the past and has a
social function. 12 It changes through
engagement  with  politics,  social
imaginary, culture and economy. By
reinterpreting historical events,
individuals may acquire a new identity.
And solidarity, or dissension, between
social groups can also change the
content of the collective memory.
Collective memory thus reinterprets the
past in meaningful connection with the
present through reconstruction and
revision.

Collective memory can be the
construction of elites or intellectuals
with a specific political or cultural aim.
In this respect, the concept and
definition of “Iranianness,” as a form of
historical identity, has been a subject of
considerable academic debate. Those
who consider this concept to be a
modern construction offer different
justifications and interpretations that

often contrast with those who prefer to
reference an “eternal Iran.”’'3 For some,
Iranianness is related to the Persian
language and its historical continuity,
while others locate this identity more in
literature, rites, and legends. Still others
consider it to be modern construct, in
which the political dimension is
preeminent. As has already been
mentioned, the idea of collective
memory is the subject of numerous
theoretical debates and interpretations.
Through these critical discussions, other
related ideas have also been developed
alongside  collective memory. For
example, James E. Young !4 has
introduced a concept of “collected
memory” (as opposed to collective
memory) . Having studied the history of
the Holocaust, he concludes that the
memory of the Holocaust is plural,
created not only by the event itself but
also by the very different contemporary
and subsequent experiences of those
involved in it. Therefore, he proposes
not a "collective" memory but a
historical structure and discusses that
structure in the form of "collected"
memory. Also of note, is Jan
Assmann’s'5 research which focused on
the social aspects of collective memory
and which identified two types. The first,

12 Viaud, Jean. "Mémoire collective, représentations sociales et pratiques sociales.".; Todorov, Tzvetan. “La
Mémoire et Ses Abus.” Esprit (1940-), no. 193 (7) (1993): 34—44.

13 The discussion about the idea of Iranianness gradually expanded following the Iranian Constitutional
Revolution (1906) because it served to build Iranian national identity and Iranian territorial belonging in the
modern era. Among those who have been theorizing about Iranian historical identity in recent years is Javad
Tabatabaei, with works such as .4 Reflection on Iran: A Preface to the Theory of the Decline of Iran with Preliminary
Considerations on the Concept of Iran (Tehran, Kavir Publications, 2006). This vision of Iranian identity is far from
being shared by researchers who have a more nuanced analysis of Iranian identity and its historical dimensions,
such as Hamid Ahmadi, Ahmad Ashraf, Touraj Atabaki, Daryoush Ashouri, Homa Katouzian.

14 Young, James Edward. The texcture of memory: Holocaust memorials and meaning. Yale University Press, 1994, xi-

Xiu.

15 Assmann, Jan. Cultural memory and early civilization: Writing, remembrance, and political imagination. Cambridge

University Press, 2011.
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"cultural memory" (&uturelles geddchtnis),
is characterized as being stable, long-
term and institutionalized, and rooted in
traditions, rituals, the educational
system, literature, buildings and artistic
works. This cultural memory, which
includes official narratives of history,
religious rituals, and national legends, is
transmitted  from  generation  to
generation and goes beyond personal
experience and knowledge. Alongside
cultural memory, Assmann also
proposes the concept of
"communicative memory"
(kommunikatives  geddchtnis), which is a
shorter-term collective memory lasting
three to four generations that is based on
everyday communication. This type of
memory resembles the oral exchanges
documented by historians of oral
history.

Collective memory is a type of
knowledge that exists in various forms.!6
Social imaginary based on lived
experience plays an important part in the
self-understanding of social groups in
the present and the past. For Eric
Hobsbaum and Terence Ranger,!” the
work of those who consider themselves
heirs of the past is not a simple and
genuine reproduction of the past; rather,
individuals recreate historical events by
re-interpreting the past, sometimes in a
mythological way. In some cases, we are
faced with a past idealized by a group
that would play the role of a model. This
understanding and perspective can
change over time. Academic analyses
also evolve over time with new data and

concepts, but their construction and
elaboration follow a different pattern
from those of social groups. Referring to
the past and incorporating historical
examples into a social movement is a
deliberate  process, as it allows
participants to reinterpret and utilize
historical events by reappropriating
them. These historical references can
relate to an event or an idealized “golden
age” that symbolizes a glorified past in
the context of contemporary society.
For example, sometimes a conscious
effort is made to eclipse a failure, a
trauma or a humiliation in history in
order to give more attention to other
events that can contribute to collective
pride. In this regard Laure Cailloce refers
to the covering up of failures and
psychological trauma in French society
after World War 1I, in favor of valuing
the contributions of a small group that
was part of the resistance movement.!8

Governments, civil society
organizations, and individuals
participate in the construction and
interpretation of collective memory in
various ways. For example, truth
commissions in various countries have
investigated painful events of the past
and played an important role in
reconstructing collective memory of the
past.  Various municipalities and
museums have also used writings and
rituals to participate in the conscious
construction and perpetuation of a
collective memory. Governments use
memory policies to build a specific
collective memory in society and

16 Schwartz, Barry. "The social context of commemoration: A study in collective memory."” Social forces 61,

no. 2 (1982): 375-376.

17 Hobsbawm, Eric and Ranger, Terence eds. The invention of tradition. Cambridge University Press, 2012, 4-6.
18 Cailloce, Laure. "Comment se construit la mémoire collective?." Journal du CNRS, no 18 (2014).



The Meaning and Roots of the Crisis of Collective Memory in Iran |7

promote narratives of the past that serve
political ot ideological
goals. 1 Governments and official
institutions ~ participate  in  the
construction and perpetuity of collective
memory by erecting ~monuments,
naming places, and installing statues and
images. However, government initiatives
do not constitute the exclusive source of
collective memory, and social groups
can also play a role in interpreting and
reinterpreting the meaning of specific
places, depending on historical events.
For example, Tehran’s Shahyad Square,
which was a place to celebrate the
greatness of Pahlavi Iran, became a
gathering place for opponents of the
Shah’s rule during the 1979 protest
movement and its name  was
subsequently changed to Azadi Square.
After the establishment of the Islamic
Republic, this square was used for
official state ceremonies. At the same
time, opponents of the government used
this square for artistic expression, such
as dances and non-standard protest
performances during the Women, Life,
Freedom movement. Collective memory
is therefore not a neutral phenomenon,
but can be the subject of power struggles
by the state or social groups. The study
of collective memory should answer the
questions of who defines the past, for
what purpose, and how? For example,
the policy of memory-making by
institutions of power, which is carried
out through memorization, repetition or
the invention of rituals, is usually
accompanied by the selective archiving
of memories resulting in a practical

erasure of some events and individuals.
Governments can play a major role in
erasing collective memory by deleting
and ignoring historical figures, events or
places. Autocratic governments are
active in this area and try to impose a
narrative on collective memory with the
aim of legitimizing their prevailing
political order. Erasing or projecting
negative narratives of certain figures and
events is a common strategy in such
political ~systems. In authoritarian
political systems, scholars, intellectuals,
and more generally individuals, are not
free to criticize government narratives or
promote alternative interpretations of
the past; instead the state tries to become
the exclusive narrator of the past.

The crisis of collective memotry in
Spain and Germany

The crisis of collective memory refers to
a situation in which the memorties,
historical narratives, or shared symbols
of the past are in dispute, doubted,
forgotten, or distorted, in such a way
that social solidarity, collective identity,
or collective narrative is disrupted or
broken. Competing and contradictory
collective memories can become a
source of hostility and distrust between
different social groups and societies. 20
The crisis emerges when a plurality of
collective memories becomes a source of
political and social tension. According to
Assmann, such a crisis usually occurs
when the transition from relational
memory to cultural memory is disrupted.
The French philosopher Paul Ricoeur is
among those who wrote about the crisis

19 Gensburge and Lefranc , La mémoire collective en question(s), 5-8.
20 Rothstein, Bo. "Trust, social dilemmas and collective memoties." Journal of theoretical politics 12, no. 4

(2000): 478
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of collective memory in his work
Memory, History, Forgetting?! According to
Ricoeur, “collective memory is always
subject to tensions between competing
versions of the past, especially when it
comes to the construction of a common
identity.” 22 For him, the conflict
between historical interpretations caused
fragmentation in social memory. 2
Ricoeur analyzed the crisis of collective
memory in terms of conflicting
interpretation  of the past, the
competition of narratives, and their
effects on memory, identity, and
cohesion.

The literature on the crisis of
collective memory usually focuses on
historical ~ examples. Among  the
historical examples, the German case
after the end of the Second World War
and the fall of the Nazi regime is
considered a fundamental example of
the crisis of collective memory. After the
Second World War, Germany struggled
with both recognition of responsibility
for Nazi crimes and the reconstruction
of national identity. In the post-war
period in Germany, Nazi crimes and the
genocide of the Jews were addressed
through redefinition of German identity.
Jan Assmann, Aleida Assmann, Theodor
Adorno and Habermas are among many
others who studied and analyzed this
crisis. Aleida Assmann divides the
chronology  of reconstruction of
collective memory into four main stages.
These range from silence and denial of

the painful past characterized as social
oblivion  (1945-1960) to  critical
awakening  (1960-1980) to critical
discussions about memory (1980-1990)
to the institutionalization of historical
memory (1990s and following).2

The various research texts on the
process of reconstructing collective
memory in Germany show that there
were many tensions within social groups
over the way in which the collective
trauma of the Nazi era was dealt with
and narrated, and that it took many years
for critical narratives to finally find their
place in society. In his article entitled
"What is the meaning of working on the
past?" 2> Adorno referred to the
phenomenon of "organized forgetting”
and wrote that responsibility for the
Nazi past had not been accepted, nor
had this phenomenon been integrated
into the historical narrative. Adorno
wrote that Germans preferred to forget
this past, or underestimated the
collective  responsibility ~ for  its
occurrence. According to him, this
approach was an obstacle to the
democratization of the country. Adorno
focused on the tendency of Germans to
present themselves as victims rather
than accepting their role in the Nazi
crimes. In this perspective, the critique
of collective memory and the past was of
great importance in preventing the
recurrence of totalitarianism.

Another example of the crisis of
collective memory is related to the

2t Ricoeur, Paul. Memory, history, forgetting. University of Chicago Press, 2004.

22 Idem, 83.
23 Idem, 315.

24 Assmann, Aleida. Der lange Schatten der 1 ergangenbeit: Erinnernngskultnr und Geschichtspolitik. CH Beck, 2011.
25 Adorno, W. Theodor. “What Does Coming to Terms with the Past Mean?” in Bitburg in Moral and Political
Perspective, ed. Geoffrey Hartman (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 19806), 128-131.
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experience of Spain after the Franco
dictatorship  (1939-1975). The main
characteristic of this crisis is the silence
of official institutions about the civil war
and the period of repression by the
autocratic  government during  the
transition to democracy. The choice of
many during this period included
forgetting the past during the
transitional period. What was called the
"pact of forgetting" (pacto del olvido) in the
political sphere meant an agreement
between the political forces of the time
not to open a Pandora’s box containing
a painful past. This political pact made it
possible to peacefully and quietly make
the transition from the dictatorship by
officially refusing to talk about past
crimes such as torture, executions, and
disappearances. A 1977 amnesty law
prohibited any kind of prosecution of
those involved in past crimes. Yet,
contrary to its intention, this deliberate
and political forgetting did not heal the
wounds in the collective memory, and a
clear dichotomy in the interpretation of
the past emerged. One the one side were
those who were either supporters of the
Franco regime or who wanted it not to
be questioned openly in the name of
social peace, and on the other side were
those who wanted justice and
recognition of the repression and crimes
of the regime so that those acts would
not be repeated in the future.

In 2000, 25 years after Franco's
death, independent groups of citizens
and researchers revived the debate on
the past. In 2007, and again in 2022,
Parliament passed a law recognizing the
victims of the dictatorship's repression
and their suffering, allowing them to
identify mass graves. The recognition of
a painful collective memory has led to
several research projects on this period,
among which are The Spanish Holocaust by
Paul Preston? and the work of Santos
Julia and Julian Casanova,?” Emilio Silva
and Santiago Macias,?® Sarah Leggott,?
and Sebastidn Faber. 3 Institutions such
as the Association for the Recovery of
Historical Memory3! have also played an
important role in working on this period.

The crisis of collective memotry in
Iran

The crisis of collective memory in Iran is
highlighted by the divergences and
tensions over the understanding of the
past within social groups. Different
narratives coexist side by side in
competition with each other and without
a critical dialogue. Debates about critical
and painful moments in contemporary
Iranian history, such as the fall of the
Mossadegh government in August 1953,
the 1979 Revolution, and the war
between Iraq and Iran, occur through

26 Preston, Paul. The Spanish Holocaust: Inquisition and extermination in thwentieth-century Spain. WW Norton &

Company, 2012.

27 Julia, Santos and Casanova, Julidn. Vctimas de la guerra civil. Vol. 9. Temas' de Hoy, 1999.
28 Silva, Emilio and Macias, Santiago. Las fosas de Franco: Los republicanos que el dictador dejé en las

cunetas. Temas de Hoy, 2003.

2 Leggott, Sarah. Memory, War, and Dictatorship in Recent Spanish Fiction by Women. Bucknell University Press,

2015.

30 Faber, Sebastiaan. Exhuming Franco: Spain's Second Transition. Vanderbilt University Press, 2021.
31 Asociacién para la Recuperacion de la Memoria Histérica (ARMH)
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different and competing narratives. In
modern Iran, the crisis of collective
memory has two major causes. One
cause 1s the authoritarian central
government's tendency to impose a
rhetoric of the past in order to legitimize
the political order; this is evident in both
the case of Mohammad Reza Shah32 and
the Islamic Republic. Such an imposition
creates a major crisis in civil society and
its way of representing the past in
collective memory. The second cause is
intellectuals and elites or activists who
propose sometimes repressive utopias
under the guise of emancipation. This
engenders  dissension  within  the
collective memory between various
tendencies and leads to a major crisis
within the different components of the
collective memory in which
reconciliation is improbable, if not
impossible.

In addition to these phenomena, the
collective memory of different social
groups has also undergone
transformation in the public sphere in
recent years. Feminist movements have
presented a  new and  critical
interpretation of modern Iranian history
by insisting on the role of women in
recent years, and by presenting new
interpretations that are different from
the accounts reflecting an exclusively
male viewpoint. Recognizing the
historical position of women in political
and social developments, including their
active  presence in the cultural,
educational, political and labor market
since the 1990s, as well as the Green
Movement and  especially WLF
Movement (2023), feminist intellectuals

have focused on the new mindset of
women and their promotion as full-
fledged social actors. The narrative has
also changed within ethnic communities
in Iran. Today, national memory, as it
was reproduced in the official discourse
or educational system in previous
decades, is objected to by ethnic groups
who are challenging the official
representation of Iranian history and are
demanding recognition of their identity,
history and past as well as the
significance of their actions, although
this has been ignored by the theocratic
government and many nationalist
intellectuals.  Religious  minorities,
including banned religions such as the
Baha'is, are also presenting their own
narratives of history, which include the
suffering related to religious
discrimination, and which challenge
official narratives that completely ignore
their presence, or identify them in
negative terms. The crisis of collective
memory in Iranian society can thus be
illustrated by numerous examples. In
selecting controversial historical cases,
we paid attention to both the gap
between the state and society, especially
the forms of society's confrontation with
the memory-building policies of official
institutions, and the tension among
different social groups over the past.

Among the cases highlighting the
fragmentation of collective memory at
the national level, Reza Shah 33 is a
prominent example. His reign caused a
profound dissension between the State
and social groups. He personalized his
reign to the point that he became, like
mythological kings of Iran, an epitome

32 Mohammad Reza Shah was the second king of the Pahlavi dynasty from 1941 to 1979.
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of an autocratic monarch who
modernized society in many respects in
spite of it and not by consent. The
transformation of his image exemplifies
the crisis of collective memory. The
collective memory of the period after
1940 to 1953 was faced with at least two
narratives: a critical one referring to the
political tyranny of the period 1925 to
1941 characterized by the lack of
democratic freedom and open political
space. Alongside that, a positive
narrative gradually emerged that praised
his role in the modernization of Iran
after the Constitutional Revolution.
These two different memories were
competing with each other at the time
and were two interpretations of
historical reality.

After 1953, the scales became much
heavier in favor of the laudatory
narrative of Reza Shah's reign. In the
dominant government narrative from
1953 to 1973, Reza Shah was given the
title "Kabit" (The Great), official
propaganda assigned him the role of
founder of the modern state in Iran and
that of modernizing a society that was
not inclined to change. His repressive
and autocratic rule was almost entirely
ignored by the organic intellectuals. The
government natrrative of Reza Shah's
role and status was accompanied by a
series of activities aimed at inscribing
this image in the collective memory. The
erection of statues in city squares, the
naming of places after him, and
numerous official writings, including in
textbooks, all served to impose a one-
sided and very positive image of his 16-

year reign.

The collective memory was also
largely influenced by this official,

laudatory narrative about Reza Shah,
because unlike the period before 1953,
government  censorship  prevented
critical narratives from challenging the
official government discourse. After
1979 revolution, the Islamic
government’s narrative of Reza Shah
was inverted, he became a "tyrant"
dependent on great foreign powers, who
not only headed an authoritarian
government but also aimed to
marginalize Islamic culture. Critical
references to the policy of "unveiling”
(1934) and his mistreating of the clergy
are among the issues that occupy an
important place in the official discourse
about Reza Shah. Iranian textbooks
paint a negative picture of Reza Shah for
the younger generation: "The British
brought Reza Khan to power and made
him king so that he could be their puppet
and do whatever they wanted him to
do”. The History textbooks also refer to
his confrontation with the clergy: "With
the policy of removing religion from
society, Reza Shah tried to marginalize
the clergy and control the religious
realm. With the slogan of "reform of
religion," he tried to uproot Islam
Replacing religious laws with Western
laws, limiting the clergy and religious
ceremonies, destroying religious schools
and seminaries, imposing hats and
(western) clothes, removing the veil, and
promoting unislamic practices were
among Reza Shah's other anti-religious
programs."

It may also be noted here that the
gradual distancing of social groups from
the theocratic government and their
anger and disillusionment in the post-
Green Movement period led to the
formation of a new interpretation of
history, in which Reza Shah became a
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positive figure. The same identifier that
was used in the official discourse of the
Islamic government for painting a
negative picture of the Reza Shah era
became the basis for a positive view in a
public opinion disillusioned with the
clergy in power. The slogan "Reza Shah,
may your soul be happy" among the
angry demonstrators of 2017 or 2019
was a restoration of the popular status of
a figure who, during his reign, pursued a
policy of limiting the power of the clergy
and had taken important measures in
promoting Iran's modern development.
Some media and figures opposed to the
government may have played a role in
shaping this reconstruction of history,
but the contribution of the endogenous
dynamics of social groups cannot be
ignored. The glorification of Reza Shah
meant  opposing  the  theocratic
government and, in addition, the
approval of his anticlerical and
modernizing measures.

The fall of the Mossadegh
government in August 1953, with the
active participation of American and
British governments, had a profound
impact on social memory in Iran; it
rendered illigitimate the model of a
political system based on democracy and
an open society. After all, it was two
democracies, the U.K. and the U.S.A.,
which had overthrown the democratic
government of Mossadegh. To take
another example, in the 1979 revolution,
those who believed in democracy were
the older generations who belonged to
nationalist tendencies. The majority of
the people were either apolitical or
believed in either the extreme left, the
fundamentalist Islamism of Ayatollah
Khomeini, or a Shariati type revolution.
Again, democracy had been rendered

illegitimate in Iran for two generations
due to the Western intervention in Iran
under the aegis of the United States and
the UK.. If we compare this attitude
with that of Japan at the end of World
War 11, after two atomic bombs had
obliterated the cities of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, we see that collective memory
in Japan left this trauma behind and
mobilized to rebuild for the future.
Conversely, Iranian collective memory
treated the coup of August 1953 as an
absolute trauma and, in particular, was
content to criticize the two Western
countries whose role in the coup was
undeniable; it spoke less about the
shortcomings of politicians, including
Mossadegh, in the Cold War period.

The various ways in which social
groups dealt with the 1979 Revolution is
another example of the crisis of
collective  memory in Iran. The
widespread social movement of 1979
that led to the fall of the Pahlavi regime
and the establishment of the Islamic
Republic initially began with a utopic
vision of establishing a new society
different from the past, with dream-like
views of the future that were left
unarticulated, and which did not present
a realistic picture of the Iranian society
and economy. The initial expectation
and belief of a broad spectrum of social
groups was that the theocracy project, of
which Khomeini was the main
spokesman and representative, would
significantly ~ transform  the living
conditions of society and the people
without changing the modern lifestyle in
Iran, particularly the secular trends that
many middle classes people enjoyed.
Due to the immense charisma of
Khomeini, he had no obstacles or
opposition to the political changes he
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introduced in the Iranian constitution, or
to the changes in the cultural lifestyle
within a secularized society, at least from
the burgeoning middle classes in large
cities. However, people gradually
became disillusioned with the revolution
and the Islamic Republic, and among
some a kind of nostalgia for the past
even developed, or a regret for
participating in the 1979 revolutionary
movement. A part of the middle classes
left Iran and went to Canada, the United
States, neighboring countries, and
Europe. The fragmentation of collective
memory and the emergence of different
and  competing  narratives  and
interpretations of what had befallen the
country were the result of the political
crisis in Iran, the regression of the
economy, and the political isolation of
the  country, causing a  deep
disillusionment among large classes of
the society. Supporters of the
government have a positive
interpretation of the change in the
political system since 1979; despite
criticizing the religious government and
the performance of the Islamic
Republic, some do not question the
principles of the revolution. Yet, others
perceive the fall of the Pahlavi regime as
a negative event and have completely
turned their backs on what happened.
The fragmentation of collective memory
in society and the formation of different
narratives and readings of the past are
the result of the political crisis in society,
and in turn they have become a factor in
exacerbating it.

The bloody and long Iran-Iraq war
that began in the wake of the Iraqi army's
invasion of Iran in 1980 is yet another

example of an event that does not have
a uniform place in the collective memory
of Iranian society, and significant
divergences have emerged over its
assessment. In fact, the official narrative
of the war, which is presented by the
government agencies in the controlled
mass media, government discourse, and
official books, monuments, and
ceremonies commemorating this event,
is objected to and criticized by other
narratives. The  official  narrative
resembles a painful novel about a war
imposed by a foreign enemy in defense
of the homeland and religion. This epic
narrative speaks of the unparalleled
heroism and sacrifices of a large group
of people who lost their lives in the
"sacred defense" of the Islamic country
or were injured and left homeless.
Alongside this government narrative of
the war, other critical narratives have
gradually emerged, unofficially,
especially among those who directly
witnessed it. These narratives question
the continuation of the war after the
liberation of Khorramshahr, its
ideological goals, incorrect and deadly
war tactics, exaggerations, abuses, and
misunderstanding ~ of  international
politics by the rulers.

These four important events of the
past decades are examples of the various
ways in which divergences have
occurred over interpretation of the past
and the collective perception of
transformative historical events in Iran
during the 20th century. In the first and
second cases, new historical research
and different political interpretations
and analyses in recent years have led to
the fragmentation and crisis of collective
memory and the discrediting of the
official narrative of what happened in
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1953 or 197%. 'The widespread
delegitimization of the Islamic theocracy
has led to an uncritical wish for the
restoration of a pre-197% era, at least
among part of society, and some have
nostalgically adopted a naively positive
view of this period. In the case of the
Iran-Iraq war it is the lack of fair and
critical discourse and the questioning of
a one-sided government narrative that
are the predominant factors. 35 years
after the end of the war there continues
to be denial and silence about this
painful event; the official narrative has
lost its legitimacy, although the political
situation has not provided the
opportunity to open this case for public
discussion.

An analysis of hijab in the crisis of
collective memory

During the Women, Life, Freedom
movement (WLF) the topic of women's
hijab in Iran reappeared as a major
societal issue. The collective memory on
the issue, ranging from the official
banning of the hijab by Reza Shah in
1934 to the interpretation of hijab by the
Islamic regime, has been again put into
question by the latest social movement.
At the time during which Reza Shah
forbid the wearing of hijab different
groups did not have the same
interpretation of this repressive policy of
unveiling. If for women of the newly
emerging urban middle classes unveiling
was seen as gaining freedom by breaking
traditional and historical taboos related
to their presence in public, another part
of society, relying on the dominant
traditional view of that time, understood

forced unveiling by the government as
religious and moral repression. There
was also a third group of women during
this period who rejected the hijab but
criticized the government's policy of
banning the hijab. In their view, instead
of punishing women who wore the
hijab, the government should have
supported women who were under
pressure from traditional and religious
groups for taking it off and unveiling.3+
The clergy and traditional groups also
played a very important role in the
negative assessment of the policy of
"taking off the veil."% Until 1979, these
memories and interpretations coexisted
side by side, and it seemed that the gap
and tension between them had
somewhat diminished. New generations
of women found it natural to live
unveiled in public, with some practicing
their religion in the private sphere.
Repression of veiled woman had
disappeared during the reign of
Mohammad Reza Shah (1941-1979), the
son of the founder of the Pahlavi regime.
The fall of the Pahlavi regime in 1979
overturned the status of the hijab, and
the marginal view of the hijab became
the official one. Unveiled women
quickly became the targets of repression
and symbols of un-Islamic ways of life
who signified lack of modesty in the
public sphere. Many middle-classes
families  left Iran due to the
incompatibility of their lifestyle with this
change, and the economic deterioration
of the situation in the country.

The Islamic regime intended to
g

“desecularize” the country and women

became the symbols of this tendency.

34 For a history of the hijab in Iran since the 20th century see for instance Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani.
35 Sedghi, Hamideh. Women and politics in Iran: Veiling, unveiling, and reveiling. Cambridge University Press, 2007.
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The Islamic regime resented the banning
the hijab by Reza Shah, and the Islamic
regime’s patriarchal approach was the
revenge of an Islamic traditionalist view
against the modernism of the Pahlavi
regime. The part of the collective
memory that maintained an attitude
against the unveiling of women, and
which for almost half a century had lost
its previous importance, was thereby
given a new life through the Islamic
regime and the complicity of Marxist
leaning intellectuals such as Homa
Nategh, who thought that the hijab issue
should be subordinated to the
proletarian  revolution  that  was
anticipated after the petty bourgeois
revolution of 1979. 3¢ In official
government propaganda and discourse,
the unveiling was presented as a
historical evil, and various arguments
were put forward from a religious
perspective  that included language
related to immodesty, sin, and the
violation of moral and religious norms.
There were also similar arguments made
from a political perspective that included
language related to the influence of
Western culture and authoritarian
secularization. Yet, despite all the
cultural and educational policies, police
pressures, and restrictive laws, the
mandatory veil failed to become an
accepted norm in society. The symbols
of the pre-1979 era of non-veiling were
not erased from the collective memory,
and soclety in its collective imaginary
used that era as a reference for resistance
to the compulsory hijab. From 1979
onwards, a large part of the Iranian

society resisted the government-
imposed norms regarding women’s
compulsory veil in various ways. The
return to the hijab by Khomeini was
contradicted right from the beginning by
the collective memory of the new
emerging modern middle classes, and
therefore it could not be implemented
by the Islamic regime in spite of half a
century of coercion.

The issue of the hijab, as well as the
female body, and more generally
individual freedom, made its way into
the collective imaginary for the first time
on a large scale in the social movement
of Women, Life, Freedom, and for this
to happen, it was necessary for Islamic
taboos to be broken by young women
and men so that they could redefine their
identities  outside of  normative,
theocratic religious boundaries. An
important sociological aspect of the
2023 WLF movement was young
people’s new understanding of the past.
Compared to the Green Movement in
2009, which intended to reform the
political structure, the more recent
movement rejected Islamic theocracy
right from the beginning. 3 However,
the rupture with the Islamic republic
initiated by the 2023 movement was not
only political. It was also a profound
cultural and social rupture. The social
actors of this movement, with exemplary
creativity, placed the culture of
happiness, the virtue of ordinary human
life and citizenship, and the wrongness
of gender inequalities at the center of
their dynamics. The WLF movement

3 See Homa Nateg interview, Iran Oral History Project at Harvard University, April 1984

https://iranhistory.net/nategh0/

37 It should also be noted that during the Green Movement there was also a minority who began to question

the Islamic regime.
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negated the Shiite culture of mourning
and weeping in its imposed, theocratic
form and, in response, put forward a
culture of happiness as a new collective
value in conjunction with the demand
for gender equality and a new place for
women in society by denouncing the
patriarchal religious order, especially in
relation to the restraints imposed on
women’s bodies. 3 The social and
generational  composition of  this
movement led to a crisis in collective
memory. We witnessed a relative break
with history and collective memory, a
rebellious desire to live in the present
and not engage with the past,3 which
can be interpreted as an avatar of the
phenomenon of presentism. 40 The
shortcomings of this movement in terms
of collective memory is in part due to the
intellectuals’ inability to problematize
the new feelings among the younger
generations in Iran in the last decade.

Conclusion

The crisis of collective memory in
contemporary Iran, highlighted through
these historical examples, is part of the
general political crisis that Iranian
society has been grappling with since the
2000s. The crisis of collective memory
cannot be understood independently of
a larger crisis that has engulfed various
arecas of Iranian society. Collective
memory is both a product of the crisis
between government and society, and a
producer of this confrontation. Deep
distrust of the Islamic regime, the
atomization of society, and the lack of a

critical ~ dialogue about what has
happened in Iran over the past half a
century have put collective memory in a
pathological crisis. Competing
interpretations  and  contradictory
narratives of past take place in the
context of a deep crisis involving
different sectors of society and the
theocratic political order. Today, if a
historical event such as the 1979
revolution is the subject of different,
even antagonistic interpretations, it is
tirst and foremost due to the end of the
revolutionary utopia and the failure of
the Islamic republic to create the new
harmonious community that was
supposed to have replaced the pre-1979
society and to have given birth to a new
collective memory. From a theoretical
perspective, the critical analysis of the
crises of collective memory in Iran
allows us to reflect on a conceptual
framework to better understand it and to
observe a close relationship between
collective memory and social imaginary.
In constructing collective memory,
social imaginary and creativity plays an
undeniable role. Conceiving of collective
memory as a social construction also
means affirming the plural nature of this
phenomenon. Different social groups at
different times can have wvarious
narratives of the past according to
differences in gender, ethnic, and
religious identity, or other points of
origin. Another fundamental
development in contemporary society is
the reduced influence of institutions in
playing a role in shaping collective
memory of the past, in part due to the

38 Khosrokhavar, Farhad. Revolt Against Theocracy: The Mabhsa Movement and the Feminist Uprising in Iran. Polity

Press, 2024.

39 Hartog, Francois. Régimes d’bistoricité: Présentisme et expériences du temps. Edition du Seuil, 2012.

40 Laidi, Zaki. 1e sacre du présent. Flammarion éditions, 2000.
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influence of the internet and new virtual
technologies.

The crisis of collective memory is
also related to the failure of major
protest movements to bring about
expected political changes. The trauma
of deep disillusionment resulting from
these failures weighs heavily on society.
Ambiguity and conflict regarding
historical events can arise from relying
on single perspectives and a lack of
critical re-examination of the past.
Denial of past errors and the inability to
critically analyze various aspects of an
event lead to a narrow and reductive
understanding of history. Historical
memory that is content with only self-
sacrifice and victimization suffers from a
pathological crisis, because self-criticism
and responsibility are integral parts of a
mature collective memory. The crisis of
collective memory in Iran is ultimately
due to social changes, to the
international geopolitical situation, and
to the emergence of new actors who
demand  recognition  from  the
government and society and no longer
see history, events, and the past in the
same way as governments and dominant
elites did decades ago. Women, religious
and ethnic minorities, and other social
groups demand the recognition of their
dignity and their identity by society and
the government, and also their place in
collective memorty.

The notion of crisis in the vast
majority of cases, even those we have
analyzed, carries negative connotations.
However, there are crises that are
positive and which can lead to salutary
challenges to the foundations of
collective memory. For example, the
emergence of a large number of feminist

intellectuals in Iran from the eatly 2000s,
as well as the Woman, Life, Freedom
movement, have challenged Iranian
collective memory which, like other
collective memories in  traditional
societies, has been deeply patriarchal.
These intellectuals, as well as the large-
scale Woman, Life, Freedom movement
have produced a major crisis in
collective memory by placing women on
par with men as social actors and citizens
capable of fighting for freedom and
democracy. The crisis thus engendered
has not yet revealed all its potential, but
in the future it will have salutary
repercussions by promoting women as
citizens equal to men. This crisis will
result in the further questioning of the
patriarchal ~ dimension of Iranian
collective memory and in this respect, it
can be regarded as positive.
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Introduction & Thesis:

This article argues that Hayedeh and
Googoosh  are the two most
consequential female vocalists of late-
Pahlavi and early diasporic Iranian
popular music and do not merely
represent Iranian culture; they exemplify
Iranianness. I define Iranianness here
not as a fixed ethnic essence, but as a
historically contingent identity produced
in  reception—through  collective
memory, media production and
circulation, and diaspora  publics.
Therefore, “Iranianness” is produced
when listeners, media outlets, and
diaspora  publics ascribe national,
nostalgic, or authentic claims to
Hayedeh and Googoosh and keep
reinforcing those readings across time.
Hayedeh personifies an intimate and
indigenous  Iranianness; Googoosh
represents the cosmopolitanism of the
1970s and the dreams,
accomplishments, and failings that
accompany it. Together, they constitute
a form of Iranian nationalism, nostalgia,
and identity, while encompassing
different eras in Iranian collective
memory and markedly different musical
trajectories.

Methodologically, this study
integrates close musical-textual analysis
with reception analysis and contextual
media study. The corpus comprises (1)
ranked episodes of an audience-driven
canonizing mechanism, (2) archival

television performances, 3
commercially released audio, (4) post-
2000 concert stagings—specifically two
Googoosh concerts I attended in 2022
(Los  Angeles; Toronto)—and  (5)
artist/media  interviews and widely
circulated diaspora tributes. Musical
analysis focuses on modal and timbral
markers associated with sonnati (classical
Persian music, lit. “traditional”)—such
as references to dastgah, the use or
avoidance of quarter tones, and the
deployment of fahri—along with form
and meter (including the 6/8 dance
groove), instrumentation and
arrangement (eastern/western timbral
blends), and the interaction of voice and
ensemble in live versus studio settings.
Lyric analysis attends to recurrent poetic
topoi (garden/seasonality, exile,
remembrance, beloved/ruler
ambiguity), shifts in denotation through
time (e.g., figurative to literal readings),
and intertextual citations (Hafez,
contemporary poets).

Reception analysis operationalizes
Iranianness and classicalization—I use
“classicalization” to mean the making of
a work into cultural heritage, carried
forward from the past, kept alive now,
and passed on—through observable
signals across media ecologies: (1)
audience rankings on Manoto, the
London-based Persian-language satellite
channel with large diaspora viewership
and regular music polls that function as
a proxy for popular canon formation;!

I Manoto is an international free-to-air Persian language general entertainment channel launched in October
2010, owned by Marjan Television Network. Based in London, its programs include documentaries, films,
series, and news. According to a 2011 report on Iran by the Foreign Policy Centre, a UK-based independent
thinktank, Manoto's funding comes from unknown venture capitalists. However, many Iranian analysts
believe that the channel is funded by exiled royalists. Monavar Khalaj, “Primetime Battle for Iran’s
Airwaves,” Financial Times, 2013, https:/ /www.ft.com/content/b7bb7a08-2198-11¢2-bae1-00144feabdc0.


https://www.ft.com/content/b7bb7a08-a198-11e2-bae1-00144feabdc0

Hayedeh, Googoosh, and the Nostalgic Soundscape of Iranianness |23

(2) the persistence and prominence of
specific tracks in set lists, measured by
their recurrence across tours and their
placement in  high-salience  slots
(openers, pre-encores, encores);
(3) streaming  visibility,  including
editorial playlist placement, algorithmic
surfacing, cumulative and sustained view

counts/streams, and “long-tail”
endurance (continued monthly plays
well beyond release); and

(4) dramaturgical framing in concerts,
ie., how performance design cues
meaning through archival visuals,
political montage, lighting, spoken
interludes, and sequencing—the
intentional ordering of songs and
transitions to build a narrative arc and
modulate affect. The comparative
reading is organized around paired case
studies (Hayedeh/Googoosh) to show
how similar devices (hybrid
arrangements, recurrent lyric tropes)
generate different authenticity claims
and memory effects across periods and
platforms.

I acknowledge my positionality. As a
Los Angeles—born member of the
diaspora, 1  triangulate  personal
observation with published scholarship
and  broadcast/archival  materials;
personal communications are
anonymized where requested and used
to 1illustrate, not determine, claims.
Limitations include partial archival loss,
uneven availability of high-fidelity
recordings, platform algorithmic bias,

and the interpretive nature of
genre/identity labels. To mitigate these,
claims are cross-checked across at least
two evidence streams (audio/visual text
plus reception indicator) and anchored
in prior ethnomusicological and media
studies literature.

Literature review:

Scholarship on female vocalists in the
Middle East has often centered on the
Arab  world, supplying theoretical
anchors that this article adapts to the
Iranian case. Virginia Danielson’s work
on Umm Kulthum, the twentieth-
century Egyptian singer known as
Kawkab al-Sharq (“Star of the East”)
and a pan-Arab cultural icon, theorizes
the “exceptional individual in expressive
culture,” showing how a singular voice
can condense national feeling, moral
authority, and aesthetic standards. 2
Laura Lohman extends this by tracing
how reputation is curated over time—
how artistry, media, and institutional
gatekeeping stabilize a star’s nationalist
aura.? Christopher Stone’s account of
Fairuz—the Lebanese singer who
became a pan-Levantine icon—and the
Rahbani collaborators (primarily the
Rahbani Brothers, Asi and Mansur, later
her son with Asi, Ziyad), the composer-
lyricist team behind her theater works
and songbook, adds a complementary
lens on how female voices become
repositories of communal honor and
nationhood. 4 Together, these studies

2 Virginia Danielson, The Vvice of Egypt: Umm Kulthiim, Arabic Song, and Egyptian Society in the Twentieth Century

(University of Chicago Press, 1997), ix.

3 Laura Lohman, Unm Kulthum: Artistic Agency and the Shaping of an Arab 1 egend, 1967-2007 (Wesleyan

University Press, 2010).

4 Christopher Stone, Popular Culture and Nationalism in 1ebanon: The Fairouz and Rabbani Nation (Routledge,
2008); Kenneth Sasin Habib, “The Superstar Singer Fairouz and the Ingenious Rahbani Composers:
Lebanon Sounding” (PhD diss., University of California, Santa Barbara, 2005).
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demonstrate that divas are not merely
performers but institutions: their timbre,
repertoire, and public narratives are co-
constructed with audiences and media to
stand for the nation. As Vlado Kotnik
notes, the prima donna functions as a
“singing siren of the nation,” such that
with her voice she can “represent the
advocacy, the interest, or simply, the
sound of her people”;> the diva thus
stands at the nation’s center as a “true
and faithful representative,” bearing its
“melodies,  virtues, and  correct
decisions.”¢

Hamid Naficy’s groundbreaking
work on exile media details how Iranian
broadcasting in Los Angeles forged a
“hermetically sealed electronic
communitas” through which memory,
loss, and longing circulate.” Historical
studies of women’s singing in Iran
supply the long arc against which
Hayedeh and Googoosh emerge. H. E.
Chehabi charts the twentieth-century
struggles over female voice and visibility,
situating the modern diva.8 Farzaneh
Hemmasi’s Tebrangeles Dreaming (2020)
further specifies how Iranian pop in
Southern California fabricates intimacy
and imagination across distance, while
Nahid Siamdoust’s Sowndtrack of the

Revolution ( 2017) clarifies the political
stakes of musical circulation in and
across the Islamic Republic’s public
sphere.? Taken together, these works
justify treating the diaspora media
complex not as ephemera but as a
durable site of cultural production and
memory-making. Relatedly, studies of
Persian  musical  structure  (e.g,
discussions of dastgdh, tabrir, and avag)
provide the technical vocabulary I have
used here to describe how “hybrid”
arrangements in the 1970s referenced,
transformed, or bracketed modal
practices.!?

Sociological and diaspora studies
inform the paper’s conceptualization of
reception. Neda Maghbouleh’s
formulation of “inherited nostalgia”
explains ~ how  second-generation
listeners receive and repurpose pre-
revolutionary sounds as family memory,
a mechanism that helps account for the
endurance and revaluation of specific
tracks in contemporary playlists and
television countdowns. !'!  Broader
Iranian-American identity scholarship
(including demographic and
ethnographic work on Los Angeles)
supports the claim that Tehrangeles
functions as a symbolic center whose

5> Vlado Kotnik, “The Idea of Prima Donna: The History of a Very Special Opera’s Institution,” International
Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 47, no. 2 (2016): 255.

6 Ibid, 256.

7 Hamid Naficy, The Making of Exile Cultures: Iranian Television in Ios Angeles (University of Minnesota Press,

1993), xvi.

8 H. E. Chehabi, “Voices Unveiled: Women Singers in Iran,” in Iran and Beyond: Essays in Middle Eastern
History in Honor of Nikki R. Keddie, ed. Rudolph P. Matthee and Beth Baron (Mazda, 2000), 153-70.

9 Farzaneh Hemmasi, Tebrangeles Dreaming: Intimacy and Imagination in Southern California’s Iranian Pop Music
(Duke University Press, 2020); Nahid Siamdoust, Soundtrack of the Revolution: The Politics of Music in

Iran (Stanford University Press, 2017).

10 Ann E. Lucas, Music of a Thousand Years: A New History of Persian Musical Traditions (University of California

Press, 2019).

11 Neda Maghbouleh, ““Inherited Nostalgia’ among Second-Generation Iranian Americans: A Case Study at
a Southern California University,” Journal of Intercultural Studies 31, no. 2 (2010): 199-218.
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media outputs circulate transnationally
to consolidate a dispersed sense of

salons to state media such as the
National Iranian Radio and Television

Iranianness. and marquee programs like Golba-ye
Rangarang on the radio and later
Rangarang on television. 12 Within this
ecology, Hayedeh (Massoumeh Dadeh-
Baala, b. 1942) debuted on Golha-ye
Rangarang in the late 1960s, grounding
her reputation in sonnati, comming to the
stage later than many peers and was
hailed by the press as “the Umm
Kulthum of Iran,” while Farah Diba
called her “the Iranian Maria Callas.”!3
Renowned for her contralto power and
range, she stood in a lineage of earlier
divas: Qamar al-Moluk Vaziri (the first

woman to sing publicly in Iran), 4

Finally, the article draws selectively
on artist interviews, broadcast paratexts,
and fan discourse as primary sources for
reception history. While such materials
are not “theory” in the strict sense, prior
media scholarship (Hamid Naficy;
Farzanech Hemmasi; Nahid Siamdoust)
validates their use to trace how authority,
authenticity, and political valence are
negotiated in public. In sum, the
literature establishes three premises that
this article hopes to develop for the
Iranian case: first, that female star
vocalists can stand as national
institutions; second, that diaspora media
are central to the production of cultural
memory; and third, that reception—
across television formats, concert stages,
and social media—actively cassicalizes
popular repertoire into heritage.

Historical context: Iran before 1979:

The late Pahlavi period provided robust
institutions for popular and classical
performance, from cabarets and private

12 Golha (“Flowers”) was a series of radio programs broadcast on Iranian National Radio between 1956 and
1979 that integrated poetry recitation, classical instrumentation, and vocal performance; it served as a key
institution for elevating popular and traditional music to the level of national art, consolidating the aesthetics
and authority of Iran’s modern musical canon. Jane Lewisohn, “Conservation of the Iranian Golha Radio
Programmes and the Heritage of Persian Classical Poetry and Music,” in From Dust to Digital: Ten Years of the
Endangered Archives Programme, ed. Maja Kominko (Open Book Publishers, 2015), 587-616.

13 Pejman Akbarzadeh, Hayedeh: 1 egendary Persian Diva, documentary film (Persian Dutch Network, 2009),
1:28:51-1:39:01.

14 Chehabi, “Voices Unveiled,” 158; Morteza Hoseyni Dehkordi, “Morteza Ney-Dawud,” Encyclopaedia
Iranica, July 20, 2005, https:/ /iranicaonline.org/articles/ney-dawud-morteza. Qamar was taken under the
wing of Jewish composer and master tar player Morteza Naydavaud (b. Tehran, 1900; d. San Francisco, 31
July 1990) and gave her first public performance in 1924 at Tehran’s Grand Hotel. He is most fondly
remembered for training a number of outstanding musicians, particularly Qamar-al-Moluk Vaziri, and
gratefully praised for his endeavors to produce recordings of the entire repertoire of traditional Persian
music. Ney-Dawud’s greatest service to Persian music is arguably the arduous task of playing the entire
repertoire of Persian music and having it recorded on tapes, with a total of 297 melodies (g#5a), embracing
all modes (Dastgah) of Persian music.


https://iranicaonline.org/articles/ney-dawud-morteza
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/gusa
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/dastgah
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followed by Delkash !> and Marzieh, 6
who built fame on Radio Iran’s Golha
programs. Together with her sister
Mahasti and Homeyra, she belongs to
the final Golba generation before many
shifted toward popular styles in the mid-
1970s. Within a few years, her success on
Golha eclipsed Mahasti’s earlier debut,
establishing her as the central female
voice of her cohort.!?

During the same period, Googoosh

embodied what contemporaries labeled
Euro-Pahlavi chic. Her catalogue—
often likened to the period’s Italian and
Turkish pop—was crafted by poets,
composers, and arrangers working at the
intersection of Iranian idioms and
international studio practices. Both
artists-maintained proximity to elite
venues and, to the Pahlavi court; cabaret
advertisements and  trade  press
documented their market value, with

Hayedeh and Googoosh commanding

(Faegheh Atashin, b. 1950) emerged as the highest nightly fees.1#

the preeminent face of televised
cosmopolitan modernity. A child
performer who became a national
trendsetter in fashion, choreography,
and with a multi-language repertoire, she

15 Delkash was born as Esmat Bagherpour Baboli in 1925 in Babol, Iran. She moved to Tehran in the early
1940s and began publicly singing on Radio Iran in 1945. The best of her songs were written by Iranian
Iyricist Rahim Moeini Kermanshahi and composed by Ali Tajvidi from 1954 until 1969. Both of whom
would be instrumental to Hayedeh’s success on the same program in the late 1960’s. Delkash passed away in
Tehran in 2004. M. Khoshnam, “The Passing of Delkash,” BBC Persian, September

2004, https:/ /www.bbc.com/persian/arts/story/2004/09/040902_pm-mk-delkash; « 43S 31 Slosbiuw ¢ Sds
Ui yob = Y 337 YouTube video, BBC Persian, July 4,

2022, https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=v1ZavSRcwhk

16 Marzieh was born Khadijeh Ashraf o-Sadat Mortezaie in 1924, and started her career in the 1940s at
Radio Tehran and cooperated with some of the greatest 20th century Persian songwriters and lyricists. In
1994, Marzich left Iran forever due to the political repression, making her new home in Paris. Marzich died
of cancer in Paris on 13 October 2010, aged 86. Her death was announced on the website of the National
Council of Resistance of Iran, of which she was a member, and Maryam Rajavi, co-leader of the People's
Mujahedin of Iran, delivered her eulogy. Margalit Fox, “Marzieh, Iranian Singer and Voice of Dissent, Dies
at 86,” New York Times, October 16,

2010, https://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/17 /wotld/middleeast/17marziech.html.

17 Hayedeh died in 1990, Mahasti in 2007, Homeyra is still alive at the time of writing.

Homeyra was born Parvaneh Amir-Afshari in 1945, to an aristocratic family in Tehran. Her family is of
Iranian Azerbaijan decent. According to Ali Tajvidi her voice is from alto to soprano. She began singing on
Radio Iran in 1965. After the Revolution she was summoned to the courts of the Islamic Republic and,
according to her, was reprimanded and harassed. She immigrated to Los Angeles in the early 1980s with the
help of Ahmad Massoud, owner of Cabaret Tehran and one of Iranian music’s biggest impresarios. Farda ,
R. (2010, February 13). 15,8 g3l .j9 el G ...codsl g 39T 5955 31 e L, Retrieved January 25, 2023, from
https:/ /www.radiofarda.com/a/£35_FreshGlance_Homeyra/1957157.html

17 Mahasti was born Eftekhar Dadehbala in 1946 and had a mezzo-soprano vocal range. She was active for
more than four decades. She began her career in 1963 on the Golha radio program. She emigrated following
the Revolution to Los Angeles. She passed away from colon cancer in 2007 at the age of 60. Voice of
Iranian Americans, “Mahasti, The Acclaimed Iranian Singer, Dies at 60 in California,” Payvand, June 27,
2007, http:/ /www.payvand.com/news/07/jun/1273.html.

18 “Kabare raftan, asan-tarin rah-e poldar shodan! [Going to Cabarets Is the Easiest Way to Get Richl],”
unknown Iranian magazine (c. 1970s), rebroadcast on Tunel-e Zaman (Manoto TV) — author screenshot.


https://www.bbc.com/persian/arts/story/2004/09/040902_pm-mk-delkash
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v1ZavSRcwhk
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/17/world/middleeast/17marzieh.html
https://www.radiofarda.com/a/f35_FreshGlance_Homeyra/1957157.html
http://www.payvand.com/news/07/jun/1273.html
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After 1979: restriction, silencing, and
the rise of a diasporic media sphere:

Following the Revolution, Ayatollah
Khomeini’s association of music with
vice and the prohibition on women’s
public solo singing curtailed
performance inside Iran. The ensuing
dispersal of artists and audiences
catalyzed an exile industry in Los
Angeles—Tehrangeles—where
television, recorded music, and live
entertainment reconstituted a public
sphere outside the Islamic Republic. As
scholars of media and diaspora have
noted, this infrastructure both reflected
and shaped exile consciousness,
saturating programming with memory,
longing, and post-Pahlavi nostalgia. It
later expanded beyond Southern
California to Europe, Canada, and the
Persian Gulf. Artist trajectories were
sharply divergent after 1979. Hayedeh
left Iran for London in late 1978 and
resettled in Los Angeles in 1982,
entering a prolific phase with leading
composers and arrangers. Her 1980s
catalogue—performed  largely  in
nightclub circuits such as Cabaret
Tehran and on diaspora media—
combined popular forms with a public
posture of opposition, and select songs
acquired explicit political readings. She
died in 1990 after a performance near
San Francisco, leaving roughly 150
recorded works that continued to
circulate widely in the diaspora and
inside Iran via broadcasts and
recordings.

Googoosh remained in Iran, was
briefly incarcerated around 1981-82 on
charges of “moral corruption,” and then
barred from performance for 21 years.!
When she obtained permission to leave
in 2000, a sold-out arena concert in
Toronto marked her return; her
prolonged absence from Tehrangeles
had intensified audience anticipation and
mythologized the 1970s repertoire.
Subsequent residence in Los Angeles
and collaborations were uneven until
2010, when Manoto’s Goggoosh Music
Academy and later projects (including
documentaries, interviews, and a multi-
city tour titled 21) helped her reposition
from a 1970s glam emblem to a figure of
cultural resistance in diaspora. In live
staging and television framing, songs
such as “Hejrat” and “Talagh” accrued
new political resonance, while audience
practices and media formats collectively
“classicalized” her 1970s catalogue as
heritage. Across these pre- and post-
revolutionary — contexts, institutional
change and media relocation structured
how Hayedeh’s somnati-rooted authority
and Googoosh’s cosmopolitan studio
idiom were produced, circulated, and
remembered—setting the conditions
under which their repertoires now
function as portable archives of
collective memory for dispersed Iranian

publics.

Hayedeh Background:

This section reads Hayedeh’s corpus
through a reception-oriented lens that
links vocal aesthetics, genre shift, and

19 As this article went to press, Googoosh's much anticipated memoir was released whete she finally goes into
detail about a great deal of personal turmoil she experienced in her private life, though little is mentioned
about the actual music making processes during her career. Googoosh and Tara Dehlavi, Goagoosh: A Sinful

Voice (Gallery Books, 2025).
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diaspora  circulation to  collective
memory. 1 track (1) how a somnati
foundation (training, repertoire, and
timbre)  underwrites  claims  to
authenticity; (2) how a calculated turn to
popular idioms in the 1970s expanded
audience  without  severing  that
foundation; and (3) how exile-era songs,
staged within Tehrangeles media,
reframe her voice as a vehicle for
political feeling. Throughout, I use
“sonnat?’ for classical Persian art music;
“dastgaly’ for modal system; “avag’” for an
unmetered vocal section; and “Zabrir’ for
the  characteristic ~ Persian  vocal
ornament.

Hayedeh (Massoumeh Dadeh-Baala,
b.  1942)  entered public life
through Golba-ye Rangarang, where her
contralto range, even register shifts, and
controlled tahrir situated her squarely
within the somnati ideal. Listeners and
critics repeatedly index “the voice”
rather than specific tracks, a reception
pattern that helps explain why her
authority travels across styles.20 In this
article’s terms, authenticity is not an
essence, but an audience-ascribed effect
produced by markers such as (a) a timbre
associated with sonnati pedagogy, (b) the
audible command of avaz within a
dastgah framework, and (c) intertextual
cues—e.g., the presence of canonical
instrumentalists and high-art poetry.
These elements persist even when
arrangements incorporate  drum-set
grooves, bass lines, and Western
harmonic voicings.

In the early 1970s, Hayedeh adopted
lighter, dance-forward arrangements—
comparable in logic (not style) to Umm
Kulthum’s  later  turn  to &hafif
(lit.“light”). Contemporary elite critics
sometimes read the shift as a descent
from “pure” classical work. Her own
retrospective statements stress
continuity. Hayedeh identified her style
as fundamentally classical and expressed
preference for her Golha output. In
practice,  the  reportorial ~ move
broadened the age profile of her
audience and positioned her to carry
sonnati vocal authority into the emerging
1970s hybrid that diaspora would later
canonize. In this ecosystem, authenticity
is repeatedly anchored to (1) a somnati
training audible in Zabrir and avay
phrasing, (2) a repertoire that touches
canonical poets and modes even when
arranged for pop orchestra, and (3) a
civic voice that can carry political feeling
without programmatic slogans. The
effect is that of a “portable archive™
audiences use a handful of tracks to
rehearse shared narratives of loss,
endurance, and hoped-for return.

Hayedeh Song Analyses

To read Hayedeh’s repertoire as a site of
collective memory rather than a tally of
“hits,” 1 have chosen five widely
circulated  recordings into  three
functional clusters: (1) Iran-era pop-
hybrids that register the early-1970s shift
to  Western instrumentation and
arrangement (“Bezan Tar,” “Soghati”);
(2) a sonnati exemplar that foregrounds
modal practice and vocal tahrir (“Tanha

20 Ashley Ghodsian, personal communication to the author, February 23, 2023.
Souroush Nourbakhsh, personal communication to the author, February 23, 2023. See also Pejman
Akbarzadeh, Hayedeb: 1.egendary Persian Diva (documentary, Persian Dutch Network, 2009), 45:05-45:45.
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To-1); and (3) two diaspora-era pieces
to which reception has attached explicit

political meaning (“Padishah-e
Khoban,”  “Roozha-ye =~ Roshan”).
Selection ~ rests on  convergent

indicators—audience rankings from
Manoto’s Bebtarin-haye Bebtarin-ha, long-
tail circulation on streaming and social
platforms, and availability ~ of
authoritative audio/video sources. Each
reading  considers  text  (prosody,
metaphor), melody and mode (dastgah
reference, presence/absence of
microtonal inflection), arrangement
(instrumentation, rhythmic profile), and
performance practice (timbre, register
shifts, tahrir), with brief notes on
reception where relevant.

I begin with “Bezan Tar,” an Iran-era
studio recording that condenses the
pop—hybrid  synthesis  central to
Hayedeh’s 1970s appeal, composed by
Sadegh Nojouki with lyrics by Mansour
Tehrani and arranged by Nasser

Cheshmazar. It exemplifies the decade’s
hybrid idiom, melodically referencing
Shur/Dashti dastgah while omitting
quarter-tone  inflections  to  suit
standardized, Western-voiced studio
instrumentation. 2! Although the lyric
centers the tar (long-necked lute), the
featured line is played on a sitar,
reflecting the period’s Westernized
standardization.?? As a teenager in Los
Angeles, I assumed it must be an exile
song; discovering it was recorded in Iran
underscored how this modernist idiom
predated the diaspora. After discussing
the song with poet-scholar TFarshad
Sonboldel, I now read it as
mapping internal  migration to the
cities after the White Revolution (the
Shah’s 1963 reform program), when
nearly 2 million rural Iranians moved to
Tehran for work, rather than an émigré’s
nationalist lament. I had long heard it as
exile, but Sonboldel’s reading relocates
its melancholy inside Iran.

“Play the tar tonight—my heart is heavy with
the world. Play the tar, play the tar.

Bezan tar ke emshab baz delam az donya
gerefteh, bezan tar o bezan tar.

Play on so I'll sing with you, with no audience.
Play on, play on.

Bezan ta bekhtinam ba to avaz-e bi-kharidar;
bezan tar o bezan tat.

I grieve for the alley; I am sad for home—for
you, for me, for anyone singing like us.

Baraye kuche ghamginam, baraye khane
ghamginam; baraye to, baraye man, baraye
har ki mesle ma dare mikhtne ghamginam.

21 Bahram Osqueezadeh, personal communication, Feb 18, 2023. For more on the Persian modal system,
dastgah see; Ann Lucas, Music of a Thousand Years: A New History of Persian Musical Traditions, University of

California Press, 2019.

22 Sadegh Nojouki, Instagram video, “Clip on ‘Bezan Tar’ from Bebtarin-ha-ye Bebtarin-
ha,” https:/ /www.instagtam.com/p/BaMs0o5gENd/. Cut up clips from the original Manoto production of
Behtarinhaye Behtarinha is all over social media. Bezan Tar was the first collaboration between Sadegh

Nojouki and Hayedeh. The song was inspired by the composer’s mother who used to play tar when he was

a child.



https://www.instagram.com/p/BaMs0o5gENd/
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Play the tar, you who always accompany me. For

those who toil in love, I grieve.

Bezan tar, hamishe ba man—o az man
ghadimi-tar; vase un-ke to kar-e ‘ashegi
mimune ghamginam.

They died on the road of love. They let their
hearts be torn for whomever is ill at ease. For

love to last, there is no way other than tugging

heart strings.

Baraye asheghi mordan, be khanjar del separ
kardan; vase har ki ke asun nist, baraye
javedan budan; vase ashegh-e dige rahi be joz
del kandan az joon nist.

Premiering on Rangarang and later
voted no. 1 on Bebtarin-haye Bebtarin-ha,
“Soghati” sits in the Esfahan dastgab but
again strips quarter-tone motion in favor
of a tempered studio palette. 2
Composed by Mohammad Heydari,
lyrics by Ardalan Sarfaraz, and arranged
by Nasser Cheshmazar, “Soghati” (and
“Bezan Tar”) exemplify Hayedeh’s in-
Iran “pop” phase when she and
Googoosh shared collaborators. The
text—souvenir, gift, remembrance—
invites retrospective listening. In
diaspora, the title itself becomes a hook
for  portable memory.  Vocally,
Hayedeh’s control of onset and release
over sustained pitches produces a
dignified affect that listeners often gloss
as “classical,” even while the rhythm
section and  orchestration  index
modernity.

“Tanha To-i” (“You Alone”) is an
avaz in the Shur Dastgah and the only
piece I discuss that isnoton the
Bebtarinha  list—precisely because it
clarifies a tension and a pivot. %
Although Hayedeh was celebrated for an
impeccable sonnati pedigree, no sonnati
track made the countdown. “Tanha To-

2»

17 survives in two recordings: A 1969
Radio Iran version (superior) and a mid-
1980s UCLA performance (the more
widely circulated). The latter’s ensemble
drifts from a “pure” dastgah approach,
while Hayedeh audibly reins them in. In
the original, with Jalil Shahnaz on tar, her
signature power and range are on display
in the tahrir’s call-and-response between
voice and tar. 25

After 1982, Hayedeh’s professional
base shifted to Los Angeles cabarets and
international concert halls, often under
constrained production conditions. Yet
collaboration with LA-based composers
and  arrangers,  Farid = Zoland,
Mohammad Heydari, Sadegh Nojouki,
Andranik; lyricists Ardalan Sarfaraz,
Bijan Samandar, Leila Kasra, yielded a
second peak of popularity. Even as
Tehrangeles arrangements leaned into
the danceable 6/8 pop idiom that
defined much of the 1980s repertoire,
audiences  continued to  appraise
Hayedeh primarily by vocal power and
traditional  training. ~ Within  that
mainstream, a subset of explicitly or
implicitly political ballads re-centered
the voice as civic address. This

2 (Bahram Osqueezadeh, personal communication, Feb 18, 2023.)

24 Definition: In Persian music theory, avig denotes an unmetered vocal section within a modal system
(dastgah); in modern Persian usage avdg can also mean “song” or “music” more generally. In use it thus
resembles Arabic gena’ (singing), which has “stood for both "song" in particular and "music" in general” H.
G. Farmer, A History of Arabian Music to the XI1Ith Century (Oxford University Press, 1929), 152.

25 (Bahram Osqueezadeh, personal communication to the author, Feb 18, 2023.)
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juxtaposition clarifies how the same
commercial infrastructure that delivered
nightclub hits also amplified songs of
resistance in exile.

In 1983, Hayedeh issued a pointed
statement with “Padishah Khuban™ (lit.
“the king is good”). Composer Farid
Zoland adapted a fourteenth-century
Hafez poem for the song and later
recalled warning her that the refrain
would likely be heard as praise of the
deposed Mohammad Reza Shah, making
a Los Angeles performance risky. In the
Hafez original, the padishah denotes the
figurative beloved rather than a literal
monarch. Hayedeh responded, “my
character doesn’t let me swim in a ditch;
I swim in the ocean—I want to sing it,”
thereby asserting her convictions.2

Ranked no. 3  on Bebtarin-haye
Bebtarin-ha, “Roozha-ye Roshan” is an
explicit retrospective on revolution and
aftermath. Formally, it alternates lyric
lament  with  imperative  address.
Musically, the arrangement maintains a
stately tempo that leaves space for long-
line phrasing. “Farewell to the sunny
days—farewell to my homeland”
(Ruzhaye roshan, khodabafez; sarzamin-¢
man, khodabafez), and “Rise up, do
something, find a remedy for this
shattered heart” (Pasho kari kon... fekr-e
in del-e  pare-pare bash). In diaspora
circulation (television reruns, tribute
accounts, concert sing-alongs), the track
functions as a collective-memory trigger:
a repeatable script for farewell, witness,
and resolve.

26 Akbatzadeh, Hayedeh, 45:05-45:45.

Hayedeh’s  significance in  the
diaspora emerges from the interplay of
vocal pedagogy, strategic genre shift, and
media recirculation. Her contralto
timbre and command of sonnati
technique confer an authenticity effect
that persists across 1970s hybrids. Exile-
era repertory then harnesses that
authority to articulate grief and resolve.
In reception, these songs operate as
memory devices—performed, replayed,
ranked, and captioned—through which
Iranians narrate themselves. Within the
larger argument of this article, Hayedeh
indexes an “indigenous” register of
Iranianness not by essentialist criteria
but by audible cues, poetic reference,
and a consistent mode of address that
listeners recognize as both intimate and

public.??

Googoosh’s Background

Googoosh’s career arc—child stardom,
enforced silence from 1979 to 2000, and
a high-profile return—makes her the
cosmopolitan counterpoint to Hayedeh
in the diasporic imagination. Born
Faegheh Atashin in 1950 Tehran to
Muslim Azeri parents who had fled
Soviet Azerbaijan, Googoosh was a
child performer from the start. Her
acrobat father folded her into his act,
and by age four she was the household’s
main earner. Though civil authorities
registered her as Faegheh (insisting on a
Persian/Arabic name), the stage name
“Googoosh,” itself a male Armenian

27 Anthony Shay, “The 6/8 Beat Goes On: Persian Popular Music from Bagzr-¢ Qajariyyeh to Bevetly Hills
Garden Parties,” in Mass Mediations: New Approaches to Popular Culture in the Middle East and Beyond, ed. Walter

Armbrust (University of California Press, 2000), 61-88.
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name, endured. 28 In February 1967 she
married promoter and cabaret owner
Mahmoud Ghorbani. The marriage
accelerated her solo career and, as she
later recounted, helped her leave a
controlling home environment. Their
son Kambiz was born soon after. The
pair divorced in late 1972. Along the
way, an impulsive close-crop on a
European trip birthed the famed
“Googooshy” haircut that became a
national fashion phenomenon well
before post-revolutionary compulsory
veiling. Looking back in 2022, she
described marrying Ghorbani as her
greatest mistake, explaining that she felt
cornered by her family and
circumstances and accepted the first
help available.2?

By the mid-1970s, Googoosh had
become the image of gharbzadegi (so-
called ‘Westoxication’), the FEuro-
Pahlavi chic, televised.3 Abbas Milani
recalls how Googoosh “embodied the
frivolous joys, the reckless abandon, the
exuberant era of social experimentation,

the defiant desire to debunk tradition
and its taboos, and the vigor and vitality
of youth. She is that generations diva and
dream. Her accomplishments and her
agonies  are the trauma and
achievements, the tragedy and ecstasy of
the 1970s generation.”! On screen she
wore the newest cuts and silhouettes, off
screen, young cosmopolitan Iranians
copied her hair and hemlines. 32 She
danced, posed, and sang like a global
star—Madonna before Madonna—
redefining how a female pop icon could
look and move in Iran. Her
cosmopolitan repertoire matched the
image; besides Persian, she had
recordings in English, French, Italian,
Spanish, Arabic, and Turkish.33

In 1975 Googoosh married actor
Behrouz  Vossoughi; their much-
publicized marriage ended after fourteen
months. She later married Homayoun
Mesdaghi (1979) and was performing in
Los Angeles when the Revolution
erupted. In later interviews, Googoosh
has linked her cocaine addiction to that

28 Googoosh. “Interview with Googoosh, 2005 (Part 1).” Interview by Homa Ehsan. Yo#Tube uploaded by
Nima Bigloo, 30 Nov 2015, https://youtu.be/4uj895XtG1A. (6:24-6:36.) This video has since been taken

down from the time of researching.

29 Googoosh. “In Conversation With Homa Sarshar.” YouTube, uploaded by Googoosh, 6 May

2022, www.youtube.com/watch?v=TK_rTUZ_GBs Accessed 25 Sept. 2025. Timestamp1:17:08-1:17:30

30 Jalal Al-Ahmad, Gharbzadegi (Mazda, 1982) [orig. 1962]. Al-Ahmad believed Iran was totally submissive to
the West and its technology. The Iranian monarchy is portrayed in this work as no more than a native
brokerage for Western influence, with no aims and identity of its own. Al-e Ahmad sought to rediscover an
Iranian identity based on historical and religious criteria, defined in part by a tradition of conflict with the

West.

31 Abbas Milani, “Googoosh,” in Ewzinent Persians: The Men and Women Who Made Modern Iran, 1941—1979

(Syracuse University Press, 2008), 993-96.

32 Farzaneh Hemmasi, “Iran’s Daughter and Mother Iran: Googoosh and Diasporic Nostalgia for the

Pahlavi Modern,” Popular Music 36, no. 2 (2017): 160.

33 Barbara Lebrun’s analysis of Dalida sharpened my framework for “cosmopolitan stardom” as a
bidirectional gaze. Following her, I read Googoosh and Dalida as opposite reflections: Googoosh projects
Iranian modernity toward the West, while Dalida refracts Francophone celebrity through an Orientalizing
look eastward. “The Modern Marianne of Cairo: Arabness and Cosmopolitanism in Dalida’s Stardom,”

in Transnational Arab Stardom: Glamour, Performance and Politics, ed. Kaya Davies Hayon and Stefanie Van de

Peer (Bloomsbury Academic, 2024), 79-97.


https://youtu.be/4uj895XtG1A
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TK_rTUZ_GBs
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period and said that returning to Iran
was, in part, a way to leave it behind.3*
Upon her return (1979), officials charged
her with “moral corruption”. After a
brief incarceration around 1981-82, the
state seized her passport and prohibited
performances, ending her public career
for the next 21 years.3 Because she
could not work, Mesdaghi reportedly
sold part of an insurance company to
cover their expenses. That marriage
ended in 1985 and in 1991 she married
director Masoud Kimiai.

In 2000, Googoosh received
permission to leave Iran. The mechanics
of that exit remain disputed, even in her
2022 interview with Homa Sarshar. 36
However, her first performance at
Toronto’s Air Canada Centre, drew
roughly 18,000 fans.’” Two decades of
enforced absence from Tehrangeles had
amplified her mystique. Many have
argued that had she emigrated in 1979 to
the cabaret circuit, her post-2000 impact
would have been far smaller. After the
tour she was told not to return to Iran
and became effectively stateless. She
later obtained a U.S. green card but, by
her account, a bureaucratic error has
blocked her US citizenship.3® In 2003,

she divorced Masoud Kimai, who
returned to Iran and she settled in LA, A
subsequent collaboration period with
singer Mehrdad Asemani is widely
viewed as a career low; as Homa Sarshar
recalls, some audiences even walked out
mid-performance.

In 2010, after parting ways with
Mehrdad Asemani, Googoosh fronted
Googoosh Music Academy on Manoto. 3
Manoto gave her a powerful platform to
reframe her image from 1970s glam icon
to a voice of cultural resistance. The new
programming cycle helped her shed the
old caricature of “frivolous joys” and
repositioned her within a more explicitly
oppositional, diasporic public sphere.40
These media interventions also reshaped
audience  expectations,  channeling
attention toward a narrow canon of
1970s  performances  that now
functioned as the benchmark for
classicalization.

At concerts in 2022, audience calls of
“ghadimi, ghadimi” (“old, old”)
whenever she performed post-1979
material underscoring a reception that
privileges her 1970s repertoire and has
effectively classicalized it in the diaspora.*!

34 Googoosh, I Conversation with Homa Sarshar, 5:10-5:12 “man az amrika va cocaine farar kardam.

35 Googoosh, I Conversation with Homa Sarshar, 6:51-6:53

36 She goes into more detail for the first time in her new memoir.

37 Googoosh, In Conversation with Homa Sarshar, 45:04. Googoosh claims she did not know who was behind
her concert tour and speculated Kimia might have known but that she did not. Betto Arcos, “Iranian Singer
Googoosh Raises Her Voice to Keep Her Nation’s Culture Alive,” NPR, September 29,

2021, https://www.npr.org/2021/09/29/1041553988 /googoosh-iranian-singer-ametican-tout.

38 Googoosh, In Conversation with Homa Sarshar, 45:35-47:15.

3 “Googoosh Music Academy, a Persian Talent Show.” Payvandcom RSS,
http://payvand.com/blog/blog/2010/11/20/googoosh-music-academy-a-petsian-talent-show/.

40 Milani, “Googoosh,” 993-996.

41 The first concert was in San Diego on April 17, 2022, and the second on May 14 , 2022 in Toronto. I
wanted to see if the presumably more royalist audience in Southern California would be more nostalgic in its
desire for Pahlavi-era songs or if this transferred to the more recent émigrés in the second-largest and more
recent diasporic hub in Tebranto. She sang roughly the same 18 songs in both concerts. Of the 4-6 new songs


https://www.npr.org/2021/09/29/1041553988/googoosh-iranian-singer-american-tour
http://payvand.com/blog/blog/2010/11/20/googoosh-music-academy-a-persian-talent-show/
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This revaluation has been propelled by
reruns and rankings (e.g., Bebtarin-haye
Bebtarin-ha), ~ concert  dramaturgy,
playlists, and the curatorial labor of
tribute accounts. Her public image and
catalog were further reframed after 2010
through Manoto programming
(especially Goagoosh ~— Music  Acadeny),
which provided a platform to reposition
her from a 1970s glam icon to a figure of
cultural resistance. Following COVID-
19 shutdowns, an especially active
period (2021-22) included a multi-city
tour titled 27, a new album, a
documentary (Friendship), and a widely
viewed interview with Homa Sarshat;
the tour halted in Australia amid
intensifying protests of the Woman,
Life, Freedom movement in Iran in
September 2022. Since then, Googoosh
has embarked on a farewell (khoda
hafezi) tour across multiple major cities,
and premiered a new documentary
about her relationship with Behrouz
Vossoughi, Poem of the Journey, which is
now touring in Europe.*> Her memoir is
set to be released at the end of 2025 in
bookstores.*3

Googoosh Song Analysis

Methodologically, the analysis integrates
(a) texts (lyrics/poetic imagery), (b)
music  (mode/dastgah  references,

rhythm, arrangement choices), (c)
petformance/staging (televised
Rangarang clips; arena dramaturgy), and
(d) reception signals (audience shouts
for ghadimi material; streaming metrics;
and circulation by tribute accounts). The
core corpus comprises the twenty
Googoosh tracks ranked on Behtarin-haye
Bebtarin-ha  (all Pahlavi-era releases),
iconic Rangarang performances, her post-
2000  concert stagings (especially
“Hejrat” and “Talagh”), and platform
data (YouTube/iTunes/Spotify
prevalence), which together show how
specific songs have been revalued in
exile.

Ironically, Googoosh’s most
cherished  tracks are the least
Westernized. “Man Amadeam” (“1 Am
Ready”)—Afghan in style and gifted to
her by Afghan poet-composer Jalil
Zoland—tops her streaming metrics and
ranked ninth on Bebtarin-haye Bebtarin-
ha. ** Its cross-border appeal helps
explain her popularity in Persian-
speaking Central Asia (Afghanistan,
Tajikistan) and beyond. The song is so
popular in the &haljj (Persian Gulf) that
it is continuously posted on various
social media accounts in the region,
complete with Arabic translation and
recalled by its denizens when
mentioning anything Iranian.4>

she sang at both concerts, those around me would shout out “ghadimi, ghadimi” continuously until the song
would change and she would return to the repertoire from Iran.
42 Author’s fieldnotes, Saadiyat Nights concert (Googoosh farewell tour), Abu Dhabi, January 2024;

premiere of Poen of the Journey, Beverly Hills, May 4, 2025.

43 Googoosh, Googoosh: A Sinful V'vice (Gallery Books, forthcoming December 2, 2025).

# “Googoosh — ‘Man Amade-am,” YouTube video, uploaded by Taraneh Enterprise, June 28,

2013, https://youtu.be/HxvUQ1PSqfs; re-upload December 19, 2017, https://youtu.be/IAIbAI2ISAM. At
the time of writing the first (and most watched clip) has 8.4 million views, and considering that there are
several copies of the same video posted, it is significant that this one has the most views.

4 Grmb3_tv. Instagram. Zamaniat_75. Instagram. Nostalgianation_. Instagram. ; aTV Kuwait, © 49555

1) yae § 3BUT 8y9haud I1,” YouTube, February 4,


https://youtu.be/HxvUQ1PSqfs
https://youtu.be/lA9bAi2I5AM
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Among the few tracks in Googoosh’s
catalog that sound distinctly “Persian,”

“Makhlough” (“Creator”) and
“Pishkesh” (“Offering”) stand out. Both
were composed by Hassan

Shamaizadeh, arranged by Mansour
Cheshmazar, with lyrics by Mansour
Tehrani.  Googoosh  notes  that
“Makhlough” was first conceived by
Varoujan as a slow, sangin 6/8 but later
“sped up” and gifted to her by
Shamaizadeh. 4 The piece moves
between Shur and Dash#, with Mojtaba
Mirzadeh on violin.#” Cheshmazar called
its thythm new for Iran at the time;
Googoosh herself says she has few
wotks in the Iranian dastgah—and
“Makhlough” is one of them.#8 Lyrically,
“Makhlough” is a  conventional
rekindled-love  narrative;  Mansour
Tehrani says it was sparked by a chance
encounter with a teenage sweetheart
days before recording. ¥ Two well-
known Rangarang performances  shape
its memory: in one, Googoosh—
bejeweled headband, chandelier
earrings, off-the-shoulder black dress—
sways to Mirzadeh’s violin; in the other,
she sports a pixie cut amid a warm red
set and earth-tone costume.

“Pishkesh,” by contrast, carries a
more recognizably Persian poetics (“my
offering to you is a basket of affection;

even one smile from you is a prize”) and
survives in two iconic clips with the
same pixie era: a bright pink feathered
top with a pale gown against orange
lights, and a shimmering disco-leaning
gown before an ornate backdrop.
Together, the styling and camera address
translate lyric  affect into visual
modernity. Charming images of a young,
vibrant, and uniquely dressed Googoosh
performing to the camera on Rangarang
is what comes to mind for one
intetlocutor; “when I want to bond with
my mom, I think of Googoosh—the
pop star that my pre-teen mom was
obsessed with, her music, costumes,
style, haircut, everything about her was
commodified, iconic and “modern”
(read: western).”30

There are two popular renditions of
“Pishkesh”, both with the same pixie
hairdo she had in the latter mentioned
rendition of “Makblongh”. In the first,
she wears a bright pink feathered top
and long pale gown against another
warm orange background, flanked by a
frame of 70s style lights. In the second
clip, Googoosh gives us more of a
contemporary 1970’s disco-like vibe, in a
stunning, form-fitting, long,
shimmering, translucent gown with a
correspondingly ornate and shimmering
backdrop alongside a giant flower

2020, https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=2DN1LWHXtcw. (Personal communication, 2015, Kuwait,

2022, Saudi Arabia.)

46 Googoosh’s mentions this in her interviews for the Bebtarinbaye Bebtarinba (Best of the Best) program.
47 Mojtaba Mirzadeh (Persian: YA) (0350 (size March 1946 — 17 July 2005)was a renowned Kurdish Iranian
Violin, Kamancheh, and Setar player. Michael M. Gunter, Historical Dictionary of the Kurds (Scarecrow Press,

2010), 220.

48 Manoto, “BehtarinHaye BehtarinHa Googoosh - 9§ 9§ LA Sleuig. Manoucher Cheshmazar also
adds that the two were released at around the same thing as well.
49“Manoto TV Mansour Tehrani Part 2,”” YouTube video, March 1,

2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=79VulKdkeis.

50 (Ashley Ghodsian, personal communication, Feb 23, 2023.)


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2DN1LWHXtcw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=79VulKdkeis
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bouquet. Her intricate arm movements
gracefully tell the story of the lyrics just
as much as her coquettish looks express
the poetry she is singing. For both
pieces, she is evocatively pictured in the
most contemporary fashion of the day,
dancing in a modern Persian style,
something revolutionary and
provocative at the time. Her subtle
shoulder shimmies and delicate hip work
and are constantly shared on a multitude
of social media platforms.>!

“Hejrat” and “Talagh” translate
Western-pop idioms into the half-tones
of the dastgah, with clear borrowings
(e.g., Flamenco inflections). Both were
lyrically poignant at release but have
since accrued new political charge in
performance. “Hejrat”—no. 10
on Bebtarinha and Googoosh’s last pre-
Revolution mega-hit—became her first
song on stage in 2000 (Air Canada
Centre), reframed as departure and
return. Its garden imagery (birth/decay;
green/gray seasons) recasts love’s loss as
cyclical rupture and renewal. 52 In the
original clip, she appears in a regal Indo-
inspired red-and-gold gown before star
bulbs, singing a poem that yokes
separation to nature’s seasons.

The refrain draws on the Persian
paradisiac garden to frame union and
loss: “the season when we became
one—the green, aspiring season of a

new leaf; the season without you—the
gray season of death.” While /zra in
Arabic denotes the Prophet’s migration
(Mecca to Medina, 622),
here hejrat should be read more generally
as departure. 53 Shahyar Ghanbari is
unlikely invoking the prophetic journey;
the final stanza points to a lover’s flight
(“farewell, O traveler; may your journey
be safe; may the heartbeat that fed my
veins endure”). Musically the clip is fully
modern, but its imagery is thoroughly
Persian. On screen, Googoosh stands in
a regal, Indo-inspired red-and-gold
gown before star bulbs—short hair
grown past pixie—projecting a mature
poise. “Hejrat” thus marries
contemporary pop sonics to classical
tropes of season, garden, loss, and
renewal.

At two 2022 concerts I attended
(Southern California; Toronto),
Googoosh opened with “Talagh.” 5+ The
staging recast a breakup ballad as
political chronicle: archival images swept
from the Qajar collapse to Reza Shah’s
rise, unveiling and modernization,
adoration of Queen Farah Pahlavi, mass
protests, the Revolution, and the Iran—
Iraq War. Manouchehr Cheshmazat’s
arrangement borrows the famously bass
vamp from Andrew Lloyd
Webbet’s Jesus Christ Superstar; the song
itself originated as the title theme for a
TV serial of the same name. As she sang

51 Instagram Account Names: Radio_googoosh, laleh_zar_,photogoogoosh,hamid_googoosh, nkohan1,
googoosh_z,googoosh_iraq, ilove.googoosh, googooshtaak,viva_googoosh,Googoosh.behtarin,
shahmahi_iran28,musicharf, Googoosh_nostalgia, jeyran.m1340

52 Qadam-Ali Sarami, “Bagh: Bagh dar She‘t-e Farsi,” Daneshname-ye |ahan-e

Estan (1997), https:/ /www.noormags.it/view/ fa/articlepage/1708760/ .

53Fazlur Rahman Shaikh, Chronology of Prophetic Events (Ta-Ha Publishers, 2001), 51-52.

54 The name for this world tour, which included cities all over the United States, Europe, Turkey, Dubai and
Australia, was entitled 21, a double entendre in reference to her 21 years since leaving Iran and 21 years that

she was ‘captive’ in Iran.


https://www.noormags.ir/view/fa/articlepage/1708760/
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the closing line—“when we reach the
destination, we will sing the song of
happiness”—a poster of Khomeini
dropped into flames. The audience’s roar
made the point: by reframing a love lyric,
Googoosh offered a retrospective,
oppositional reading of Iran’s twentieth
century.

From  this  explicit  onstage
politicization, it is a short step to the
reception debates that later recoded
parts of her 1970s repertoire To
contextualize ~ the  reception  of
Googoosh’s 1970s repertoire—and how
later audiences have re-read that
repertoire in political terms—I close
with a brief reception history focused on
rumor,  censorship, and  public
clarification. This section does not
advance new biographical claims; rather,
it documents how specific songs became
flashpoints in a wider “political rumor
economy,” and how Googoosh herself
and contemporaries have subsequently
intervened to shape the record.

In the 1970s Googoosh was
frequently (mis)cast as aligned with the
left even as she moved in royal circles
and was rumored to be romantically
linked to Crown Prince Reza.5 Two
songs became touchstones in this rumor
economy.  First, “Shekayat”  was
occasionally read as dissent, but

surviving  footage of  Googoosh
performing it before the royal family—
with Reza Pahlavi visibly enjoying the
number—strongly suggests it passed
court sensibilities and censorship.
Second, “Ne‘mate Eshgh,” which later
circulated colloquially as “Agha Khube,”
was retroactively linked by some
audiences to Ayatollah Khomeini as the
revolution  gathered  force.  That
association has persisted in popular
discourse despite subsequent
clarifications.

In a 2022 interview with renowned
Iranian Jewish journalist Homa Sarshar,
Googoosh again rejected the Khomeini
reading, stating that “Ne‘mate Eshgh”
had been recorded months before “we
had even heard the name Khomeini,”
and that its release timing—and the
informal retitling in circulation—
produced the misreading. Sarshar
pressed the point, “So it wasn’t for
Khomeini?” Googoosh replied that no
amount of clarification seemed to dispel
the claim, noting that Vartan Avanesian
and Sadegh Nojouki had already said as
much. The significance of the exchange
is straightforward. Neither Googoosh
nor Sarshar regarded Khomeini as a
relevant figure in the minds of Iranians
at the time, and both rejected the later
suggestion that it signaled sympathy for
the Islamists.>® Read alongside her 1976

55 The leftist claim was most cleatly in reference to her relationship with poet Iraj Janati Ataei. “Others are
not officially leftists but have some inclinations like Shahyar Ghanbari.” (Farshad Sonboldel, personal

communication, Feb 1, 2023.)

56 When interviewed in 2000 for the Iran’s Daughter documentary by film maker Farhad Zamani, and when
asked about this very song, Iranian male superstar singer Dariush, alludes to the poet possibly having had
the intentions of referencing Khomeni, but that Googoosh herself either did not know that or simply
personally didn’t make the connection. Kambiz, her son, states the same exact story in 2000 that Googoosh
would recount to Homa Sarshar in 2022, the song was in reference to passing of the poets father. “In
Conversation with Homa Sarshar,” YouTube video, uploaded by Googoosh, May 6,



38| Nedjat-Haiem

ode to Farah Pahlavi, “Bant-ye Ma”
(“Our  Queen”), 57 the record
complicates any simple political labeling.
Googoosh has long insisted she is “not
political,” even as audiences have
continued to project political meanings
onto her 1970s repertoire and its later
staging’s.

Referencing the 2022-23 Women,
Life, Freedom protests, she told Allure:
“My whole life, my career—it was for
the Iranian people... Now, I can’t sing.
I don’t want to sing.”’58 Since leaving
Iran, she has repeatedly described herself
as apolitical even as she engages political
symbolism. In Farhad Zamani’s 2000
documentary, her son Kambiz, singer
Dariush, and poet Shahyar Ghanbari all
called her “not political”; she said the
same in a 2006 interview with Homa
Ehsan and again with Sarshar in 2022,
claiming political “ignorance.”? If, as
Laura Lohman argues, Umnm Kulthum
explicitly curated a nationalist image late
in life, Googoosh 1is rewriting her
narrative more  obliquely—signaling
alighment while stopping short of a
clear, declared political stance.®

Therefore, Googoosh’s post-2000
career has been less about expanding a
new repertoire than about
recontextualizing an existing one.
Through concert dramaturgy, televised
interviews, and Manoto-era

programming, her 1970s catalogue has
been classicalized in diaspora reception
and routinely mobilized to index
memory, loss, and selectively articulated
resistance. The same songs that once
circulated as cosmopolitan studio pop
are now heard as heritage objects. The
singer who long styled herself as “not
political” is read through staging’s—like
“Talagh” and the reopening of
“Hejrat”—that invite political inference
without declarative alignment. In short,
Googoosh functions as a living archive
whose meanings are produced and
reproduced in performance and media,
rather than fixed at the moment of
recording.

This reception work is not incidental.
It is organized by a specific exilic media
ecology centered in Los Angeles. The
following case study—“Diaspora &

Tehrangeles”—examines the
institutions,  formats, and circuits
(satellite reruns, audience-voted

countdowns, streaming playlists, and
tribute accounts) that stabilize a small set
of recordings as reference versions and,
in doing so, convert individual songs
into collective memory devices.

Diaspora & Tehrangeles case study:

Tehrangeles—the largest concentration
of Iranians outside Iran—emerged as
the primary site where  post-

2022, https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=TK_rTUZ_GBs, 1:06:25-1:07:36; Farhad Zamani, Googoosh:
Iran’s Danghter, documentary (Atash Productions, 2000), 1:33:30—1:34:00.
57 Banu-ye ma, bana-ye ma, bant-ye she'r o ghesseha; tanha tol, tanha to’f, hamzad-e saye-ye khoda; bi-

mehri-ye to harf-e mahale. To bartarini, to behtarini.

58 Melissa Etehad, “Iranian Pop Legend Googoosh on the Bravery of Her Country’s Protesters,” A/ure,
January 17, 2023, https:/ /www.allure.com/story/googoosh-granddaughtet-mya-iran-protests-2023-

interview.

59 Farhad Zamani, Googoosh: Iran’s Danghter, documentary (Atash Productions, 2000).
60 Laura Lohman, Umm Kulthum: Artistic Agency and the Shaping of an Arab 1egend, 1967-2007. Wesleyan

University Press, 2010.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TK_rTUZ_GBs
https://www.allure.com/story/googoosh-granddaughter-mya-iran-protests-2023-interview
https://www.allure.com/story/googoosh-granddaughter-mya-iran-protests-2023-interview
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revolutionary Iranianness was mediated,
circulated, and stabilized. Despite a
growing diaspora literature, work by
scholars raised within this community
remains limited. ¢! Adopting Hamid
Naficy’s own positional framing, as “a
person born in Iran and now living in
exile, who has a personal stake in
understanding his own culture and
experience of exile,”2 I write as a Los
Angeles—born Tehrangelian, the child of
parents who left Iran as teenagers and
married in LA. In our circles—often
Iranian Jewish in West Los Angeles—
the pre-1979 era was idealized and the
post-1979  period cast as decline. In
broad strokes it trends royalist, and its
“inherited nostalgia” recycles pre-1979
sounds and images across generations.®3

Within  this media ecology—
television, music, cinema, print, and
radio—Los Angeles—based producers
broadcast Iranianness to the wider
diaspora by drawing on living memories
of Pahlavi-era culture. Hamid Naficy’s
formulation is instructive: exile media
both reflect and shape consciousness,
generating an electronic communitas
saturated with memory, loss, and
longing. ¢4 This apparatus elevated a
small set of icons into shared reference
points; Hayedeh and Googoosh became

the core characters in this serialized
public memory. Mechanically, their
afterlives were sustained by reruns and
repackagings, concert dramaturgies, and
the curatorial labor of tribute accounts
and playlists. These channels do not
merely mirror popularity; they produce it
by repeatedly centering particular
performances as canonical versions. In
parallel, Manoto’s higher production
values (relative to earlier LA outlets)
expanded the same logic transnationally,
but the originating grammar remained

Tehrangelian: remediation, and
recirculation as engines of
remembrance.

In  domestic  space, Iranian-
Americans have been notably effective
at sustaining a reconstructed Iranian
identity among family and friends. As
cultural hybrids, they make “something
new through the combination of existing
things and patterns,” 6> reassembling
sonic and visual fragments into everyday
practices of belonging. Within this
circulation, = Hayedeh’s  repertoire
functions as a vocal anchor of
indigeneity ~ and  civic  address;
Googoosh’s 1970s catalog, revalued in
reception, has been classicalized as the
emblem of a cosmopolitan era now
heard as heritage. % Together, they

61 T was surprised that not one participant, let alone panel, discussed either the Los Angeles community
generally, the role of Iranian Jews in establishing the community and the relationship between the two at the
Iranian Diaspora in Global Perspectives Conference at UCLA on February 12, 2023.

62 Hamid Naficy, The Making of Excile Cultures: Iranian Television in 1os Angeles. U of Minnesota, 1993, xviii.

63 Neda Maghbouleh, ‘Inherited Nostalgia’:199-218.

64 Hamid Naficy, The Making of Exile Cultures: Iranian Television in I os Angeles. U of Minnesota, 1993, xvi.
65 Saba Soomekh, From the Shabs to Los Angeles: Three Generations of Iranian Jewish Women between Religion and

Culture SUNY Press, 2013).

66 Nilou Mostofi, “Who We Are: The Perplexity of Iranian-American Identity,” The Sociological Quarterly 44,
no. 4 (2003): 686. An Iranian-American Gen Z-er expressed that while he has never been to Iran, “listening
to Googoosh and Hayedeh help me feel connected to my ancestral homeland. Knowing how beloved they
both are, the love for their music seems to be one of the only things that can unite all Iranians across
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furnish the portable archives through
which dispersed listeners narrate loss,
continuity, and hoped-for futures.

Conclusion:

As Mandana Chaffa writes from New
York, even after long residence abroad
and immersion in American art, “Rumi
and Hafez accompany my meandering
rambles whispering devotions, the
Shabnameh reminds me of my royal
lineage, and Hayedeh sings to me of
drunkenness that cannot soothe the pain
of remembrance and loneliness. Time
hasn’t eroded my essential
Persianness.” 67 Chaffa’s articulation
captures how mediated repertoires keep
cultural memory active across distance.
This article has argued that Hayedeh and
Googoosh are not merely ambassadors
of Iranian culture but exemplary figures
through whom a certain form of
Iranianness is collectively imagined and
rehearsed. Read alongside one another,
they map two  complementary
trajectories: ~ Hayedeh’s  contralto,
grounded in sonnati training yet agile
across popular forms, articulates an
intimate, indigenous register of authority

and resistance; Googoosh’s
cosmopolitan studio aesthetic,
subsequently classicalized in diaspora,
condenses the glamour,

experimentation, and contradictions of
the 1970s into a durable heritage object.
Their repertoires travel as remembering
devices—mobilized by television reruns,
audience rankings, concert staging,
streaming playlists, and social media—to

convert private affect into shared
memory.

Historically, the bifurcation of their
careers—Hayedeh’s exile and early
death; Googoosh’s two-decade silence
and post-2000 return—shaped distinct
but mutually reinforcing roles in
diaspora: one a voice of lament and civic
appeal, the other a face of return and
reframing. In Tehrangeles, these roles
were amplified and exported, enabling
communities scattered “to the four
corners of the world” to maintain a
common cultural vocabulary. The result
is a diasporic canon in which Hayedeh’s
and Googoosh’s songs serve as scripts
for remembering Iran, arguing over its
past, and imagining its future. Their
enduring popularity—and the persistent
circulation of their images and
performances—demonstrate how
women’s voices, even when constrained
or displaced, continue to preserve, and
project the collective memory of a
nation.

different classes, ethnicities, political views, and religions.” (Ali Soleimani, personal communication, Feb 21,

2023)

67 Mandana Chaffa, “1,916 Days,” in My Shadow Is My Skin: V'vices from the Iranian Diaspora (University of

Texas Press, 2020), 80.
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In the name of the creator of life and
wisdom,

I would like to dedicate this
presentation to the men in my family.!

I begin with two quotations, one by
an Iranian sociologist and the other by
an American feminist, both of which
shed light on the discussion that follows:

The women’s movement has been
challenging Iran’s male-dominated
establishment for several years
politicians now see educated and
powerful women as a threat.?
Feminist method is consciousness
raising the collective
reconstruction of the meaning of
women’s social experience, as
women live through it.3

My objective in this paper is to
discuss the contentious issue of Iranian
women’s sustained struggle for equality
and freedom that came to a boil over
mandatory veiling and led to the tragic
death  of Mahsa/Jina Amini in
September of 2022. My time is limited,
the topic is complex, and the socio-
political situation is explosive. It is
against this volatile background and the
hysteria surrounding the issue of
mandatory veiling in Iran that I want to

lift up the veil, so to speak, and highlight
the indomitable spirit of Iranian women;
women who personify charisma, that
enigmatic quality, that zest, that “aan” —
which, Hafiz, the 14 century Persian
master lyricist, has repeatedly invoked
and waxed eloquence about.

Layls 3T S b oo caalls o
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Follow the one that has the “aan,
charisma?

My presentation comes in three
parts, a prologue, an epilogue and a
muse.

Prologue

Everything changed in Iran on
September 16 of the year 2022. On that
day Mahsa/Jina Amini, a young Kurdish
woman died a tragic death, never gaining
consciousness to tell what happened to
her inside that van with blackened
windows, the so called “morality van.”
But everybody knew. Iran erupted in
anger. It was the proverbial straw that
broke the camel’s back. The women-led
spontaneous  demonstrations  were
joined by diverse strata of the society,
ethnicities, religions, gender and ages.
This had never happened in Iran before
— at least not in our recent memory. 1
don’t mean the uprising and
demonstrations, but one primarily
motivated and spearheaded by women —
and young women as that, and with the
overwhelming support of young men,

1 A slightly different version of this paper was presented at Georgetown University at the culmination of my
Sheikhalislami-Batmanglidje Visiting Scholar award, April 17, 2023. A few short passages in this paper are

adopted from my previously published papers.

2 Moidfar, Saeed. quoted in Fariba Sahraei, “Iranian University Bans on Women Causes Consternation,”
BBC News, September 22, 2012, www.bbc.com/news/wotld-middle-east-19665615. Accessed April 2023.
3 MacKinnon, Catherine. 1991. Toward a Feminist Theory of the State. Cambridge. Harvard University Press.

4 Bandeh-e tal’at aan baush ke aani daarad.
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their family and the public. All over the
country young women and men took to
the streets in many cities in Iran. Women
removed the mandatory scarves and
burned them in the spontaneously set up
bon fires. Men — young men — applauded
women’s act of defiance and joined them
in civil disobedience. It seems that many
men finally realized that patriarchy is not
oppressive of women only; that the
state’s incessant mantra of the wveil
keeping women ‘“chaste,” men “safe”
and the society ’healthy,” has been a
dismal failure; that abuse of women’s
right and denying them autonomy and
mobility is not only detrimental to a
healthy gender relations, but also to the
wellbeing of family and ultimately to the
development of a progressive and
modern society. Above all forced veiling
is not just oppressive of women,; it is
more so insulting to men.5

Modernity  has  resulted in
tremendous social change and structural
transformations in  traditional and
patriarchal  institutions. The most
conflictual, challenging, and anxiety-
producing of all is the changing sexual
behaviors and gender relations that have
led to the global backlash popularly
known as “fundamentalism.” All over
the Muslim world, women are
demanding gender parity, legal equality,
political representation, and economic
visibility. Iranian feminists and scholars
have increasingly tackled the subject of
emerging modern subjectivities,

changing gender relations and sexuality
with appreciable reflexivity. They have
challenged not only the essentialist
stereotyping of women, gender and
sexuality, but also the patriarchal and
doctrinal  monopoly  of  sacred
knowledge = and  the  medieval
reconstruction of gender inequalities.

Finding strength in numbers on that
September day, collectively, Iranian
women rose up to exorcize shame from
their bodies; the shame of being born a
“woman.” Marching in the streets of
cities big and small, many women
showed the depth of their frustration
and fury, not just by letting loose their
lush hair, but also by cutting locks of
their hair and throwing them beneath
their feats. Such drastic and dramatic act
of defiance was not just to mourn the
killing of all the young lives snuffed out
by the brutality of a cadre of armed
mercenaries — but also as a symbolic
gesture to get rid of the hair that has
been so much the object of male fear
and fascination. Stumping their feat
rhythmically, clapping their hands, and
holding their heads high, women
returned the punishing patriarchal gaze,
and sang:

Slgs 0lyp (495 1o
-\‘o.bo oaliT &)
You are lecherous, you are lewd

I am the respectable woman, azadeh,

5 Abol-Hassan Bani Sadr, the first president of the Islamic Republic of Iran (1981), has notoriously said,
“Scientific research has shown that women’s hair emits rays that drive men insane.” Although he
subsequently denied having said so, this belief has retained its logic and popularity. See, however, Parvin
Paidar. 1995: 239. Women and the Political Process in Twentieth-Century Iran. Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press.
6 Heez to’i, harze to’i / zan-e aazaadeh manam
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Will life ever be the same in Iran?
We will have to wait and see. But
paradigms have shifted. This popular
uprising did not come out of nowhere.
There is history behind the fury. In the
next few pages, 1 highlight aspects of
women’s sustained engagements with
the structures of power, their century-
old demand for autonomy, political
agency, equality and gender justice. Their
activism was not initiated by the drastic
sociopolitical and structural upheavals of
1979, however. They had involved with
civil ~ society well  before the
establishment of the Islamic Republic,
going back to the constitutional
revolution of 1906-1911, -effectively
elevating their communities’ social
consciousness slowly but surely.

At the turn of the century, one of my
favorite poets, Parvin Etesami (1907-
1941), a brilliant but reclusive poet
rejected gender injustice in the following
verses:

Cudigid Uad (sl dzlod 9 G d 4
Yobais () ln 9 JWS 350 Sl

Nowhere in the Preface has judgment
been written

That man is perfect and woman
deficient.

Parvin, as she is popularly known in
Iran, particularly took issue with the self-
serving patriarchal equation of veiling

with piety and morality - the current
mantra of the Islamic Republic.

Glac 31 bl Colus 0330 1y o 9 i
A3 ledawn 3L coduw gy yol D94

Eyes and hearts need veiling (pardeh),
but one of chastity

The flimsy veil (chadur) never meant to
be the foundation of Islam.

Forough Farrokhzad (1935-1967), in
an  allegorical and  enchantingly
existential—even mystical—poem titled
Fath-1 bagh (Garden Conquered),
highlights female desire and challenges
deep-rooted gender stereotyping.

It is not a matter of a weak bond
between two names

On the old pages of a registry

It is a matter of my charmed hair

and the burning peonies of your kisses
and our nakedness glittering

like fish scales in water

It is a matter of the little fountain’s silver
song

sung at dawn.’

Before Parvin Etesami, Forough
Farkhozad, Simin Behbahai (1927-
2014), and the proliferation of highly
talented and socially conscious women
poets and writers, Iranian history had
recorded one of the earliest objections to

7 Be hich mabhas o dibacheh’ie qazaa nanevesht/ baray-e mard kamaal o baraay zan nogsaan

8 Cheshm — o del raa pardeh mibayast ammaa az efaaf/ chador-e pousideh bonyad-e mosalmaani baboud.

9 Milani, Farzaneh. 1988. “Nakedness Regained: Farokhzad’s Garden of Eden.” In Michael Craig Hilman
(ed.), Forugh Farokhzd: A Quarter-Century Later. Austin: University of Texas Press, pp. 91-104.
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the objectification of woman’s body,
restriction of her visibility and mobility,
and stifling her voice. It was Tahereh
Qurrat al-Ain (ca. 1817-1852) whose
outspokenness and ultimately removal
of her veil and revealing her face at
Badasht Conference (1848), a public
meeting of  progressive  religious
thinkers, led to her death, polarizing
Iranian traditional society. The struggle
over veiling/unveiling, respect for
women’s individuality and independence
has since kept Iranian society in its
vortex.

From the early days of the
establishment of the Islamic Republic
the educated urban Iranian women have
actively engaged with the state and civil
society in all spheres and domains,
despite the many legal and political
hurdles thrown in their paths by the
state’s “medieval” gender policies.!?

Part I

At the fortieth anniversary of the
establishment of the Islamic Republic in
Iran, Parvaneh Salahshouri, a woman
representative in the tenth Majlis (the
Iranian parliament), articulated the
pervasive social and political malaise in
the country in her public address to the
parliament:

[We] live in precarious sociopolitical
times. Students, lawyers, teachers,
workers, women, and environmental

activists are either jailed or tagged
(setare dar). Disrespect of the law is
rampant, distrust is common, and
violence is  widespread. = Our
environment is polluted and social
dissatisfactions are endemic” She
goes one.... “I thought of appealing
to our religious leaders (rohaniyun),
who used to stand by the people. But
unfortunately, they are now more
obsessed with a few strands of
women’s hair and with whether or
not women should ride a bicycle,
than with poverty, corruption,
rampant embezzlement of the public
treasury, and youths’ rejection of
religion (din-gurizi).!!

Representative Salahshouri’s
unprecedented 2018 public speech
provoked an immediate backlash from
her hardline male colleagues in the
parliament, and by some powerful pro-
government journalists—not for her
diagnosis, but for articulating it. Her
action, in short, is representative of
women’s perilous engagement with the
state and civil society in Iran. One might,
however, wonder how have Iranian
women, be they from religious or secular
backgrounds, been able to transcend
political and legal restrictions to emerge
as a pressure group that is hard to silence
or ignore. How have women succeeded
in demanding, and partially achieving,
political muscle and representation in
governmental and NGOs? How have

10 Daryush Shayegan argues that while “our culture” is rich, its structures are “medieval,” i.e., backward.
Ciltnral Schizgphrenia: Islamic Societies Confronting the West. 1992. New York, NY: Syracuse University Press, p.

123.

11 Parvaneh Salahshouri, “Speech to the Parliament,” YouTube, September 4, 2018,
www.youtube.com/watch?v=wucwvKYww88. Accessed April 2020. See also
https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=ycGPWJMzTTU. . Unless otherwise stated, all translations from

Persian are mine.


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wucwvKYww88
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ycGPWJMzTTU

. 50| Haeri

the relations between state and society,
and between women and the state
evolved since 19797

Iranian women are of course
monolithic neither in their ethnicity and
class, nor in their aspirations, discourses,
and objectives.  Overall, they are
educated, skilled, confident, and
competent, making up over 50 percent
of the university student body. Younger
generations of women are also computer
savvy, internet literate, and
internationally connected. Women have
historically and consistently objected to
all forms of violence that emanates from
gender inequality Iran. They are highly
dissatisfied with the extremism of a
religious patriarchy that has
systematically and unabashedly
restricted women’s ability to realize their
potential and curtailed their individual
freedom. The pernicious effect of such
structural discriminations involves not
just women, but men, family and the
entire society. It is this category of
Iranian women that is my concern in this
presentation.

From the hauntingly silent solo
protests against forced veiling of Gitls of
Revolution Avenue;!? to the campaign
to change the masculine face of
parliament; 13 to challenging the
constitutionality of preventing women
from running for president; !4 to the
popular One Million Signatures
campaign against discriminatory laws;!5
to films that critically highlight aspects of
gender relations in Iran; and to women’s
literary ~ productions,  books, and
magazines, women have made their
voices heard, and objected to the state’s
discriminatory gender policies, with
varying degree of success. Despite
frequent  setbacks, women  have
persisted in demanding entrance to
sporting arenas for national and
international matches and continue to
fund and found women-centered

NGOs.

On its part, the state, while lauding
the “high status of women in Islam,” and
promising veiled women a secured place
in paradise, dismantled the Family
Protection Law (FPL) of 1967—a move
that restored polygyny, reintroduced

12 “The Gitls of Revolution Street, Waving Their Veils.” https:/ /www.nationalreview.com/2018/03/the-
gitls-of-revolution-street-waving-their-veils/; "Gitls of the Revolution Street" Challenging 39 Years of
Repression: https://iranht.net/en/articles/3215/; “Protest in Iran: The gitls of Revolution Street. How did
the Revolution Street protest against compulsory headscarves begin?”

https:/ /www.bbe.co.uk/programmes/articles /3KkfgsQb86VcT3H061ZcVXB/protest-in-iran-the-gitls-of-

revolution-street. Accessed April 2023.

13 The prospect of democratic changes during the election of 2009 (1388) galvanized the activists and
professional women to forge common cause, irrespective of their religious beliefs or political leanings, and
to draft a statement of their demands. The coalition’s issues were not limited to head scarf and hijab only.
They demanded constitutional and structural change and major reform in an antiquated family law that
allows men unilateral right in divorce and indulgence in plural marriages, be they of permanent or temporary

type.

141n 1996, Azam Taleghani, the eldest daughter of a prominent Ayatollah was the first woman to nominate
herself as a candidate for the upcoming presidential election.

15 Ahmadi Khorasani, Noushin. 2010. Iranian Women’s One Million Signatures Campaign for Equality: The Inside
Story. Washington, Women’s Learning Partnership Translation. See also,
https://tavaana.org/en/content/noushin-ahmadi-khorasani-twodecades-struggle-womens-rights.


https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/03/the-girls-of-revolution-street-waving-their-veils/
https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/03/the-girls-of-revolution-street-waving-their-veils/
https://iranhr.net/en/articles/3215/
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temporary marriage with enthusiasm,
and tacitly — and at time actively -
encouraged them both. !¢ Further, the
state reinstated a restrictive and literal
version of shari‘a/Shi‘a personal law,
limited women’s professional and career
options, conditioned women’s travel
abroad to their father’s or their
husband’s written permission, and
mandated veiling in public.

The forced veiling is not only a
delayed response to the imposition of
the Unveiling Act of 1936 by Reza Shah
Pahlavi (1925-41), but more so to the
Pahlavi king’s project of modernization
of the state and society. While the latter
mandated the removal of veiling in the
name of modernity, the former imposed
it in the name of Islam. In both cases,
woman’s body became the contested site
of modernization or Islamization of
Iranian society. While both regimes
ultimately failed to fully implement their
objectives, many women, in both cases,
rose up to challenge the state’s attempt
at criminalizing women’s choice of
public attire, whether to veil or not to
veil. By the time of Mohammad Reza
Shah, however, veiling had become
optional, and that’s the state of society 1
grew up in. Whereas my grandmother,
the wife of an Ayatollah, observed
veiling in public, we, the Ayatollah’s
daughters and granddaughters, did not.

The Islamic state’s gender policies,
however, have not all been negative or
punitive, nor have different
administrations pursued the same
restrictive gender policies. Here lies the
specificity of the Islamic Republic’s
brand of theological patriarchy that sets

it apart from other similarly restrictive
Islamic societies, such as Saudi Arabia
and the Taliban’s Afghanistan — at least
until the presidential “election” of 2008
and consolidation of all levers of power
in the hands of the hardcore hardliners.
Iranian women, for example, have
neither before nor after the revolution of
1979 faced restrictions on driving their
own car. Nor was education banned or
restricted for women — at least not until
women outnumbered men in the
universities, which panicked the powers
that be. The constitution of the Islamic
Republic supports—however
minimally—women’s rights to elect, and
be elected to local, statewide, and
national Iinstitutions, notwithstanding
the Guardian Council’s systematic
“disqualification” of independent and
reformist women.

According to the Islamic Republic’s
civil law, a woman’s legal status is
systematically tethered to her fathet’s
authority and her husband’s caprice; her
legal rights are institutionally restricted,
inferior, and conditional, which limit her
social capital, restrict her professional
options, and control her sociopolitical
mobility. The tension between Iranian
women’s brilliant educational and
professional advancements and the
glaring injustice of their legal/political
inequality, becomes tangible when
viewed against the background of the
medieval legal/political institutions on
the one hand and the vitality of civil
society on the other. Article 20 of the
constitution of the Islamic Republic of
Iran upholds equality of men and
women, but subjects it to “the Islamic

16 Haeri, Shahla. 2014. Law of Desire: Temporary Marriage in Iran. Syracuse. Syracuse University Press.
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requirements.” Exactly what those
“Islamic requirements” are, is left to the
capricious interpretations of the dueling
ruling clerical elite and the changing
sociopolitical climate of the country.
Women, for example, have the right to
vote and be elected to Parliament—
granted they pass through the
ideological ~sift of the Guardian
Council’s “qualification” test—but are
prevented from leaving the country
without the written permission of their
husband or father, regardless of their
educational and professional
achievements. The combination of such
conflicting socio-legal injunctions has
left many educated middle-class
women—and some men—in quandary.
Some of the alarming end results of an
increasingly modern and sophisticated
civil society facing medieval legal
structure and restrictive political policies
have been an increase in the median age
at first marriage for both men and
women, higher rates of divorce, and
decrease in the population.

At issue here is neither blanket state
censorship, nor its supports for or
opposition to women’s associations and
creative  productions.  There are
fundamental incongruities and clashes of
beliefs, sensibilities and wotldviews
within and between state and society
regarding the “divinely mandated” roles
for men and women based on their
“nature” man as the mini god, the
authoritative head of the household, and
the woman as the mother, the wife, and
the obedient homemakers - the object of
desire. Hence the necessity of the
separation of the domains of gender and

their activities, and the state justification
for their unequal rights and obligations.
It s this literal belief in the double-strand
of the “divine” and “nature” that
encodes and informs the clerical state’s
belief and worldviews, forming the
backbone of the religious state’s
arguments on the genders, and what
their mutual rights, obligations and
responsibilities ought or ought not to be.
Islamic law, contends Asma Barlas, has
come to justify seclusion of women and
veiling on the grounds that “women’s
bodies are pudendal, aurat, <yg<hence
sexually corrupting to those who see
them; it is thus necessary to shield
Muslim men from viewing women’s
bodies by concealing them” 17 To
prevent the roving patriarch’s gaze, the
lustful, the heez, the lecherous gaze,
women have been historically shamed
and compelled to hide and wveil
themselves.

Issues of hair and gaze are intimately
intertwined with social order, sexual
relations, and gender hierarchy. At the
nexus of gaze and hair lie complex
cultural  conceptualizations of  sex,
violence and power. Hence, they have
been subjected to strict legal regulations,
religious proscriptions, and normative
constructions. In the realm of the senses
and sensualities, poets, writers, and
humorists have ingeniously countered
the legally dominant and puritanical
narratives with their own artistic,
sensual, and erotic discourses. Schooled
in nuance and subtlety of the language
and culture, poets and writers transgress
the frontiers of the forbidden by their
provocative imageries and allegories.

17 Barlas, Asma. 2002. Believing Women in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the

Qur'an. Texas: University of Texas Press. P.54.
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Persian literature is saturated with
counter-narrative images of gaze and
look and their association with love, lust,
and longing. As if living in parallel
worlds, the poetic and erotic
representation of the all-consuming
desire for the “beloved” are portrayed in
often diametrically different
terminologies, if not necessarily opposite
to the textual and legal discourse. Where
veiling and covering hair is a religious
mandate, poets have fetishized it, waxing
eloquent about the beloved’s hair—its
lush texture and seductive cuftl,
cascading flow, night-like hue, and a lot
more. Hafez (mentioned above), whose
poems are reverently appealed to as a
source of divination, faal, could not have
been more evocatively provocative
where he finds his/her lover’s presence
at his/her bedside in the thick of the
night, happily drunk, feverish with

desire, and inviting.
Cano 9 & OIS 9 03,5 (S99 diainl Cal)
Cawd 33 (Lo 9 Ols3U3E 9 Slroasm
OUS pogusd] i) 9 S9r0dsE inus)s

A . e

With hair tousled, feverish, smiling, and
drunk,

Revealing shirt, singing, and a jug [of
wine] in hand,

S/He sat by my bedside in the dead of
night.

Whereas the gaze is believed to be
the gateway to lustful and illicit
relationships— “messenger of
fornication” 1Y —if not controlled or
faithfully averted, it is the materiality of
hair and its embedded sexual symbolism
that renders it a subject of stricter
control and  supervision,  where
transgressions are harshly  treated.
Women’s  hair  thus  becomes
problematic not just in and of itself, but
also in relation to what it is believed to
do to men’s sense of “normalcy,” to
social order, and to patriarchal
domination.2

The result is increasing tension
between a government that has backed
itself into an outdated and ossified
reading of the scripture and “tradition,”
and the people who by and large have
transitioned to “modernity,” and thus
the widening gaps between them. The
state’s treatment of women, thus,
vacillates between acknowledging them
as citizens and treating them as subjects
— expecting them to vote, for example,
as a citizen, yet punishing them for
exercising their right to wear or not to
wear a veil. From a religious perspective,
disobedience is sin. Without a hint of
irony, the drought and flood are both
blamed on the sin of women’s
disobedience to properly wear their veil,
to hide themselves, stay home and raise
many children.

As leaders rise and fall, and as
governments change, people find their
daily lives suspended in webs of political
rivalries, financial corruption, and power

18 Zolf aashofteh o khoy kardeh o khandaan lab o mast/ pithan chaak o ghazal khaan o sorahi dar dast
Natgesash arbadeh jooy o labash afsoos konaan/ nimeh shab doosh be baalin man aamad beneshast
19 Bouhdiba, Abdelwahab. 2012. Sexwuality in Islam. L.ondon: Saqi Books.

20 See FN 5, above.
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struggles beyond their expectations and
control. The contentious relationship
between state and society, and the
precarity of women’s position and status
is further exacerbated by the state’s
international  relations and  global
geopolitical jousting. Not only is the gap
between state and society widening, the
state itself is besieged by internal power
struggle, charges of mismanagement,
wide-spread corruption, and nepotism.

Against this background, a widening
gap exists between women’s perception
of their agency, individuality, and
autonomy—i.e., what they expect as a
citizen of a modern state—and what the
theocratic state is willing to do to
accommodate  “gender parity,” a
concept alien to a political system that
espouses gender “complementarity” at
best. While the political/religious elite
laud women’s high status granted them
by Islam, it dismisses their legitimate
demands for gender equality as an
import from the West, spinning it thus
to mean alien and inauthentic—and,
ultimately, un-Islamic. =~ Though not
monolithic, the political/religious elite
by and large view women not as equally
intelligent and autonomous individuals,
but in relational terms, i.e., as mother,
wife, sister, or daughter—a second-class
citizen always needing male supervision,
and hence as something between
“subject” and “citizen.”

Despite the legal restrictions and
political precarities, Iranian society has
changed drastically, and women have
made huge advances in their education,
wotldviews, and activities. They are

keenly aware of their twisted legal
citizenship ~ status, lopsided gender
hierarchy, and  political  under-
representation.

Part IT

Major political changes in women’s
status were introduced in 1963 through
state-directed treforms, known as the
White Revolution. Women were granted
the right to vote and be elected to
parliament. Meaningful legal
adjustments in the family law, however,
did not appear until the passage of the
Family Protection Law (FPL) of 1967
that was further improved in 1973. The
law was effectively nullified soon after
the revolution of 1979 and the
establishment of an ideological state that
moved quickly to prevent the active
implementation of FPL.

Emerging from the devastating eight
years of the Iran—Iraq war, President
Rafsanjani (1989-97) set out to open the
country economically and politically to
the outside wotld, and thus to allow
greater freedom of activities for the
public. Despite his efforts, however
conditionally and minimally, to move the
state policies towards moderation, the
entrenched hardliners continued to have
the upper hand, hold all the levers of
power, including that of the Guardian
Council, which vetted and approves all
political candidates to the state and
national political office2!.

The “epic” presidential victory of
Mohammad Khatami in 1997 revealed
the ideological rift within the Islamic
Republic as it highlighted the popular

21 Ashraf, Ahmad, Banuazizi, Ali. 2001. “Iran's Tortuous Path Toward ‘Islamic Liberalism.”” International

Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society. 15, 237-256.
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demand for democratic reforms. On
that occasion, Vali Nast wrote: “For the
first time in Iran’s history, democracy
was at the center of political debate in
Iran ... The particular focus on
democracy, which was now tied in with
the reform movement, was essential for
the continuity and democracy, and for
the cultural maturity of the democratic
movement.”22

Likewise, Noushin Ahmadi-
Khorasani, a well-known activist and
editor of a quarterly Jins-e Dovvom
(“Second Sex”), and also one of the
founders of the 2006 campaign to
collect “One Million Signatures” to
change discriminatory family  laws,
underlines the inclusiveness of the
democracy movement in Iran at the
time, which in her view, consisted of
“women’s movements, students’
movements, workers’ movements,
environmental pressure groups, religious
reformist movements, ethnic and
religious minorities, and (other) parties
and guilds.”?3 She argues that women’s
organizations in this period increased by
773 percent (ibid). It is popularly
believed  that the overwhelming
participation of women and youth in the
presidential election of 1997 resulted in
the landslide victory of President
Khatami. They responded

enthusiastically to Mr. Khatami’s call for
respect for the rule of law, individual
autonomy and political tolerance, and
collectively women and youth helped
catapult him to the presidency over the
handpicked candidate of the ruling
establishment.

The aftershocks of Mr. Khatami’s
landslide victory, his popularity, and his
stress on the rule of law and respect for
individual dignity, rattled the hardcore
religious and political elite. Recovering
from the shock of losing so decisively to
Mr. Khatami, the hardliners swiftly
moved to turn the political tide and
strengthen their hold on power. They
clamped down on civil society and did
not hesitate to frustrate Mr. Khatami’s
policies of openness, national toleration,
global friendship and “dialogue among
nations.”

Mr. Khatami’s election spurred the
blossoming of a wide range of social,
artistic, and civic activities. Women’s
organizations and NGOs multiplied, as
did women’s  publications  and
publishers. Iranian film and cinema
captured international attention, and
International Women’s Day  was
celebrated by the government and
nongovernmental agencies throughout
Iran. Women from various backgrounds
and professions found common ground

22 Nasr, Vali. zhe Sl 3l 415503 1y Ao Dalili baraye democracy zamani baraye solh” (“A Reason for
Democracy, A Time for Peace”), Shargh, February 25, 2006. After the election, Shargh, a daily newspaper,
published a series of articles in which several authors discussed issues of democracy, human rights, peace,
and international relations from vatious perspectives (2006/1384, No. 706). As a progtessive and popular
newspaper, Shargh has been censored several times, though after a period of suspension, it has resumed

publication, http://sharghdaily.com/fa/main/archive.

2 Ahmadi-Khorasani, Noushin. “Spring of Women’s Movement” (bahar-i junbish-i zanan). 2018.

http://it-women.otg/wpcontent/

uploads/2018/04/small__%D8%A8%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%B1_%D8%AC%D
9%86%D8%A8%D8%B4_%D8%B2%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86_%D9%:86%D9%:88
%ID8%B4%DB%8C%ID9%86_%D8%A7%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%AFY%DB%8C.pdf;
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and made their voices heard. By the time
the euphoria of the election died down,
the Islamic Republic’s political rift
between state and society had become
apparent. Two consequential yet
opposing sociopolitical currents have
since dominated the state—society
relation in Iran: that of women’s
movements and their male allies, and
that of hardcore hardliners who have
since consolidated their power over all
the levers of power.

The convergence of women’s groups
from different backgrounds and their
efforts to build alliances was disrupted,
however, under the presidency of Mr.
Ahmadinejad ~ (2005-2013).  Even
though  women  and  women’s
organizations came under relentless
attack  during Mr.  Ahmadinejad’s
administration, “the windows had been
opened up, and women moved out of
the dark corners (pastu) of their homes.
They could no longer be pushed back,”
as a high-ranking woman activist told me
in Tehran. Women, Life, Freedom is a
regrouping continuation at the national
level.

While in the first decade or so
following the revolution of 1979 women
supporters of the regime acted in
lockstep with the religious/political elite,
many gradually went through a
rethinking of their identity and agency.
While maintaining their piety, they
distanced themselves ideologically from
the unequal and rigidly prescribed
gender hierarchy of the ideologically
motivated Islamic Republic.  Joining
forces with activist women were

daughters, wives, and sisters of
prominent men who had tested the
political waters once, only to be
disqualified to run for office again.
Faezeh Hashemi, a daughter of
President Hashemin-Rafsanjani (1934-
2017), has become an outspoken critic
of the state in Iran, and for that she has
been politically harassed and eventually
jalled for a few months. A reformist
Islamic legal scholar, lawyer and poet,
Sedigheh Vasmaghi is another notable
example. In the aftermath of the
violence unleashed by the state during
the zan, zendegi, azadi uprising,
Vasmaghi publicly announced her
opposition to mandatory  veiling,
stopped appearing veiled in public, and
subsequently published her memoir,
Why I Rebelled Against Veiling

pdgs Ol dde 1z

The increasing ideological
inconsistencies and structural
incongruities in the rhetoric and policies
of the Islamic state—be they
legal/political, religious, or economic—
in fact helped raise women’s awareness,
strengthen  their determination to
challenge the discrepancy between their
legal subordination and educational
achievements. Many women had been
active in public domain before the
revolution, with ot without a veil. Who
could forget the  spontaneous
demonstration of thousands of women
on March 8, 1979, against the newly
established Islamic Republic’s
mandatory veiling ordinance. Ignoring
the falling snow - perhaps a cosmic
sympathy - women marched in the

24 Vashmaghi, Sedighceh. 2025 (Spring 1404). pds)gés wlx> dde |y, (Why I Rebelled Against Veiling). Aasoo

Publishing.
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streets of Theran and other major cities,
protesting the imposition of newly
imposed forced veiling.?> Faced with the
new state’s unabashed violence and
brutality of the hired vigilantes, women
conceded the public — for the time being.
Relentlessly, however, they worked hard
to find ways to challenge the changing
family law and mandatory veiling.
Strange though it may sound, wearing a
scarf initially allowed women greater
ease of mobility and visibility, and
legitimating their presence outside of the
domestic domain, much to the surprise
and chagrin of the clerics who expected
veiling would, as in the past, keep
women secluded and bound to the
private domain. This does not mean that
all women accepted the forced veiling as
fait accompli. In fact, many did not. A
growing number of women bid their
time by finding ingenious ways to get
around mandatory veiling, to improvise
on the state prescribed dull color
uniforms, and to go on with their
objectives: to work and to participate in
civil society and make their presence felt
in an ever-increasing number.

Part I11

At the threshold of the twenty-first
century, and when least expected, forty-
seven Iranian women nominated
themselves for president in 2001. At the
time, not many women from the Global
South were expressing interest in or
taking action to run for the office of

president. Almost nothing was written
about Iranian women activists in the US
media, the global south - including in
their own country—except for some
short bios in more progressive
newspapers, including an article by the
leading woman’s monthly magazine
Zanan (“Women”). 20 A gender-
ambiguous term in Article 115 of the
Constitution of the Islamic Republic of
Iran provided the opportunity for
women to challenge the official reading
of the constitution. The term rijal is a
borrowed term from Arabic, meaning
“men;” lacking gender preposition, in its
Persian usage, the term means the
“political elite.” The women candidates
contended that gender should not be a
barrier to the presidency because they
are also a part of the political elite. None
of the applicants, unsurprisingly, was
approved by the Guardian Council.

The first woman to advance such
astute argument was Azam Taleghani
(1943-2019), a former representative of
parliament and a daughter of Ayatollah
Taleghani. She stood for presidential
election in 1996 and did so in every
presidential cycle since—and just as
persistently, the Guardian Council
disqualified her every single time. I
interviewed six of these women
candidates in 2001 and sought
commentary from two prominent
women journalists and writers: Shahla
Sherkat, the highly influential editor of
the monthly, Zanan-e Emrooz (Today’s

25 Mulard, Claudine. “March 1979, a Camera and no Veil.” A documentary made by Iranian women and
women in movement with them, produced by des fermmes filment. 2023. https:/ /yearzero1979.org/story-of-

year-zero/;

Hoseinkhah, Matryam. https:/ /www.aasoo.otg/fa/articles/1767. Accessed September 24, 2025.
26 Zanan was a monthly magazine, founded by Shahla Shirkat in 1992. It was banned by President
Ahmadinejad in 2008 but resumed publication in 2014 during Mr. Rohani’s Presidency. It was then

renamed, Zanan-i Emruz, Today’s Women.


https://yearzero1979.org/story-of-year-zero/
https://yearzero1979.org/story-of-year-zero/
https://www.aasoo.org/fa/articles/1767
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Women), and Noushin Ahmadi-
Khorasani, one of the founders of One
Million Signature Campaign, mentioned
above, and the editor of quarterly, Jens-
e Dovom (The Second  Sex).
Subsequently, 1 created a video
documentary on the subject titled, Mzs.
President: Women and Political 1eadership in
Iran?” With brave eloquence, the women
expressed indignation regarding gender
inequality, political deprivation, and
social injustice. They highlighted their
deep disappointment with the state and
the male political elite, and challenged
women’s ambiguous in-between
citizenship in their society. One of the
women contenders, a pharmacist, told
me: “Presidency requires intelligence,
wisdom, strategizing and consulting. It
has nothing to do with the size of one’s
biceps, or physical strength. Both men
and women are just as smart and
intelligent. So, why can’t women become
the president of a country like the
Islamic Republic of Iran?” When I asked
another woman presidential contender,
a founder and principle of a private high
school, what gave her the legitimacy to
run for the office of the President in the
Islamic Republic of Iran, she said,
without a pause: “Why not? We have in
the Quran, a country where a woman
called the Queen of Sheba was ruling.
This is very important for us.” Repeating
it emphatically, “this is very important
for us!” “Historically,” she continued,
“women have played fundamental roles,
“naqsh-i asli,” in the lives of male

religious and political leaders. “Take the
role mothers and wives played in the
lives of Muhammad, Jesus, and Moses.”
Yes, indeed! How clever she was, 1
thought - referencing the Quran -- the
highest source of authority and
legitimacy for Muslims. Who could
argue with her — who indeed in a society
based on the Islamic law, Shatri’al The
women political candidates—and many
mote citizens—see no reason why
women should not or could not be
president of Iran, or at least be given a
chance to compete — and for that they
have the support of the Queen of Sheba
from the Quran.2 While women are
allowed to file their application for the
president, they have been systematically
rejected by the Guardian Council.

On the occasion of International
Women’s Day in 2006, during the early
days of President Ahmadinejad’s
administration, a small group of women
gathered in a peaceful rally to voice their
demands for political/legal equality and
gender justice. The police disrupted their
gathering, roughed up some and arrested
others. But the women persisted and
began to chant, as they marched on.
Simin Behbahani, one of Iran’s most
beloved modern poets (d. 2014),
describes her participation in and
observation of the women’s interrupted
demonstration as a vision she never
forgot.2?

Women began to movel!

27 https:/ /www.films.com/ecSearch.aspx?q=Shahla+Haeti. 2002. Disttibuted by Filws for Humanities and

Sceinces.

28 Haeri, Shahla. 2020. The Unforgettable Queens of Islam: Succession, Authority, Gender. Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press. Chapter 1, “Queen of Sheba and Her Mighty Throne.” pp. 29-50.
29 Simin Behbahani, describing her participation in and obsetvation of the women's interrupted

demonstration on June 12,2005, in Tehran.
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They sang as they walked.
Demanding their rights,

They sang as police brutalized them.
O women,

You who are the essence of life,

The days of your slavery are numbered.

Indeed! She would have been at the
forefront of Woman, Life, Freedom zan,
zendegi, azadi, had she been still among
us.

A few months before the 2009
election, and in anticipation of the
upcoming elections, women of different
persuasions ~ came  together  to
brainstorm, make common cause, and
decide on a united strategy. Organized
and mobilized, women once again
manifested their determination to have a
say in the election. Led by Iran’s world-
renowned film director Rakhshan
Banietemad, they requested interviews
with the presidential contenders on
camera. Of the four presidential
candidates approved by the Guardian
Council at the time, only the incumbent,
Mr.  Ahmadinejad, refused to be
interviewed. The others agreed and for
the first time appeared on camera
accompanied by their wives—except for
Mr. Karrubi, a cleric who was
accompanied by his male assistant. The
result was a popular documentary
directed by Banietemad called Ma nimi
az jami‘yat-i Iranim Cepaes Jl o (WY
@sll(We Are Half of Iran’s Population).

Likewise, during the 2015-16
presidential election, women activists
embarked on a new strategy. Calling
their campaign “Ta’ghir-i  chihreh
mardaneh majlis — (uloxe d13y0 0542 A35”
(“To Change the Male Face of
Parliament”), their goal was to increase
the number of women’s seats from the
existing nine to at least fifty of the totals
of 290 seats in the parliament.3 They
actively sought to mobilize the educated
and qualified women to register for the
upcoming election, knowing that more
seats at the political table would enable
them to influence meaningful structural
and legal changes. By all appearances,
women were successful in getting people
to register: more than 1,200 women filed
their applications for the election. The
Guardian Council disqualified more
than ninety percent of the reformist
candidates — men and women. Such a
widespread rejection of moderate and
reformist candidates prompted many
citizens to object to the lopsided political
manipulation. President Hassan
Rouhani expressed frustration, saying
that an election without competition was
meaningless. Faced with widespread
objections, including from some within
the parliament, the Guardian Council
requalified a few of the early candidates
to give the electoral competition a
semblance of “fairness.” The women’s
campaign managed to send eighteen
representatives to the parliament,
though one of them was later
disqualified by the Guardian Council
(for the “sin” of having shaken hands
with an unrelated male) —against the
parliamentary rules, and over the

30 Barlow, Rebecca and Fatemeh Nejati, “Impact and Significance of the 2016 ‘Campaign to Change the
Male Face of Partliament’ in Iran,” Social Movement Studies 16, no. 3 (2017): 361.
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objections of some senior members of
the parliament. As for women, it must be
said that they were not under any illusion
that many of them would get permission
to run. They were aware of the
roughness of the political territory, yet
systematically and persistently tried to
overcome numerous barriers, trying to
change the rules of political “game.” In
that they benefited from the global
digital revolution, and the support of
their fathers, husbands, brothers, their
sons and friends.

Parvaneh Salahshouri (mentioned
earlier) was one of this new wave of
elected women, though she was
subsequently disqualified for another
run for the parliament. Ultimately,
however, while the women’s campaign
fell short of achieving its goal of fifty
seats, it was able to double the number
of independent women representatives,
and more importantly, their activism
represented an exercise in democracy
and highlighted the coalition’s ability to
encourage voter turnout.

In the realm of art, like that of
politics, educated urban Iranian women
have been highly engaged and
productive, particularly in the areas of
internationally acclaimed movies, theater
productions, and visual arts. But as in the
other domains of public activities,
women’s artistic productions have not
been free of arbitrary governmental
interventions. Women activists, artists,
and intellectuals often collaborate over
areas of mutual interest to highlight

pressing issues to women and to the
public. Rakhshan Banietemad (1954 -),3!
mentioned  above, and  Pouran
Drakhshandeh (1951 - ),32 and several
other younger generations of women,
have been active in the cinema, and have
focused their creative attention more on
feminist issues of concern to modern
women of all class backgrounds. Their
films straddle drama and documentary,
and much of their work highlight gender
relations and the tensions young girls
and Iranian urban women must grapple
with in the course of their lives.

Iranian women have transformed the
knowledge and experiences they have
gained since 1979 into power—or, more
contextually speaking, into the “power
of presence” (Assaf Bayat)3? in their
engagements with the state and civil
society. Women have systematically and
persistently organized and mobilized—
with varying degrees of success—to
agitate for social justice, political
representation, and legal equity. One of
the most prominent examples is the One
Million Signatures campaign to change
the discriminatory laws, as briefly
mentioned above. Basing their approach
on the law’s attribute of “universal
application,” a group of fifty women
from all classes, religious, and political
backgrounds came together in June 2006
to draw up a “manifesto” for legal
justice. Intelligently, they argued that
legal equality and gender justice benefits
not just women but the entire family.
Their sound legal rationale and face-to-

31 See, for example: the critically acclaimed movie, Nazgess (1991); the award winning, The Blue 1/ eiled, (1995);
The May Lady (1998) and Under the Skin of the City (2001), and many more documentaries, including, Angels of

the House of Sun, (2009)

32 See, for example: A Little Bird of Happiness (1987); Hush! Girls Don't Scream (2013).
33 https:/ /atchiv.hkw.de/en/programm/projekte /2008 /divisions/ texte_7/Politik_der_Praesenz.php
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face methodology to inform the public
gained rapid popularity in Tehran and in
many other provinces of the country
where the campaign sent
representatives. Their popularity and
effective legal reasoning, however,
became their undoing. The government
of President Ahmadinejad, fearing the
emerging persuasive power of women’s
collective  political agency, moved
quickly to stifle the movement. The
organization was soon banned, and
many of its leaders were hauled before
the court and jailed or left the country.
But the ideals and objectives of these
organizations and others like them have
persisted.

Epilogue

All along, men, but particularly the ruling
male elite, had convinced themselves
that women really are intellectually
challenged, defective, nages al-aql, 3
otherwise God would have made them
men; and so naturally they ought to be
lacking intelligence and leadership
capabilities. The women, life, freedom
uprising taught them otherwise. The
power structure, the theocratic elite,
knows it in its heart of hearts that the
myth of the inferiority of women and
“defectiveness” has always been just a
myth. The truth is starkly staring them in
the face and that’s what has terrified

them. And so, they are lashing out, and
acting more violently.

Iranian women, particularly the
younger generation of the 21st century is
no longer willing to acquiesce to follow
the self-serving patriarchal order that has
kept them in the straightjacket of shame;
the shame of being woman; that women
ought to cover themselves because men
cannot control their impulses. They
want to be treated with dignity and are
fed up with the continuous violence and
humiliation perpetrated against them
under the degrading policies of “either
wear the scarf, roosari, or get wacked on
the head, tousari,” confronted by the so-
called “hejab baans,” or dragged by the
“morality police” to the “guidance van.”
They do not allow anyone in the position
of power to browbeat them to accept
indignities in the name of respect, or that
veiling is synonymous with purity and
chastity.

As the state violence against women
intensifies, however, several high-
ranking religious scholars have not only
questioned the violent and disrespectful
treatment of women but that they have
admitted that wearing the hijab is not
mandatory in the scripture. More
importantly, no  punishment is
envisioned in the scripture in the events
of women not following the
recommendation. There is no divinity in
violating women’s body and soul, all the

34 Women are said to be “defective,” #ages, in three domains: religion, inheritance, and testimony. The first is
because they menstruate - hence interruption in performing their religious duties and rituals. The second is
because they inherit half as much as men in all primary categories, and the third is because the testimony of
two women equates with that of one man. I was Frequently reminded of this “hadith” from men - and a
few women - while doing fieldwork in Qom (1978, 1980). For a fuller discussion, see Wikifeqh.

https:/ /fa.wikifegh.it/%D8%AD%D8%AFYDBY68C%D8% ABY620%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%:82%D8%
B5%E2%80%8C%D8%A7%1D9%84%D8%B9%ID9%:82%109%:84%20%D8%A8%1D9%88%D8%AF /D9

%86%20%1D8%B2%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%86



. 62| Haeri

while masquerading it as enforcing the
“divine law.”

Wittingly or unwittingly the state not
only has painted itself into a corner
through the logic of its own duplicity
and double standard. It has also
awakened an ever-increasing number of
women, and more importantly, men, to
the systemic injustice of women’s
inequality and its embedded violence.
They feel frustrated by the ideological
and structural incongruity between the
ideal of Muslim womanhood hold up for
them and deprivation of their basic
rights to keep the custody of their
children, for instance, in case of a
divorce; between educationally
surpassing men in colleges and
universities (over 50%) and the illogic of
their restriction to travel abroad without
their father’s or husbands’ written
permission; between demand for female
chastity, modesty and veiling, and the
legal license for plural marriages for
men.

Educated and alert women have
tapped the deep reservoir of popular
discontent and frustration to find
common grounds to mobilize their
resources. Led by women, it is now the
Iranian society that is confronting the
state to face the contorted logic of its
own Injustice, opportunism and double
standard.

As Firdausi, our great national poet,
said,
05578 3z O 3l ddyg> 9

Ty el 9 duyds U (08

Saddened under the black veil of the
night

The sun,

Tore it apart to shine

And shine, Iranian women did and
continue to shine!

A Muse

Mahsa, the moon-face woman, Nika,
Sarina, and all the brave women of Iran
are in their collectivity our contemporary
Sharhzad. It was the sagacity of the
legendary Shahrzad and her
perseverance that saved the lives of her
sisters and delivered them and her
society from the madness of a king
obsessed with deflowering a virgin girl,
night after night after night. By all
existing evidence, it would not be taking
another thousand and one night for
these indomitable women to deliver
their sisters, and their society, from the
madness of mandatory veiling — and
from much more.

35 Cho Khotshid az aan chadot-e gitgun/ ghami shod bedatid 0 aamad
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Collective Memory, Politics of Memory, and Politics of
Forgetting: A Framework for the Critique of
Authoritatianism

Hadi Miri Ashtiant”

Abstract

This article reinterprets authoritarianism through the lens of the politics of memory and the politics of
Jforgetting, arguing that its persistence in contemporary Iran stems not merely from coercive instruments but
from the engineering of collective memory and the systematic erasure of undesirable recollections. Adopting

a qualitative—analytical approach, it examines the processes of memory production and censorship within
texcts, rituals, and official ceremonies such as Rabian-e Noor (Sacred Defense pilgrimages), the Arbacen
walk, Cyrus the Great Day commemorations, as well as within the nostalgia industry and legal—security
apparatuses. The findings reveal two complementary dynamics: the construction of “desirable” memory
throngh references to myths, traditions, and rituals, and the suppression of “undesirable” memory through
censorship, denial, destruction, and probibition. Together, these processes play a central role in naturalizing
authoritarian power and legitimizing political violence. Consequently, the politics of memory and forgetting,
by constructing a selective bistorical narrative, undermine critical engagement with the past and transform
anthoritarian representations into dominant frameworks of political order.

Keywords

Collective Memory, Politics of Memory, Politics of Forgetting, Authoritarianism
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The Crisis of Collective Memory and the Politics of
Remembrance

Ahad Pivahmadian *

Abstract

This paper reflects on the concept of memory and the distinction between its synonyms (memory and
remembrance), emphasizing remembrance as a “relational synthesis” in the philosophical reading of time
and memory. 1t excplores the structure of collective memory within an interdisciplinary framework, ranging
from cultural studies to aesthetics and philosophy of language, in order to revisit concepts such as historical
fluidity, memory pluralism, the role of media, and the politics of forgetting over time.

Keywords

Collective memoty, memory vs. remembrance, Gedichtnis

“ Ahad Pirahmadian is a philosophy and literature researcher with a focus on German
Philosophy and phenomenology.
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Conflict of Memory: The Confrontation Between
National and Ethnic Memory — The Case of the Baloch

Mohammad Rigi Derakhshan ™

Abstract

This article focuses on the experience of the Baloch in Iran and examines the tension between the state-
constructed national memory and the Baloch collective memory. Since the Constitutional Revolution, the
discourse of Iranianhbood has been shaped and institutionalized by nationalist intellectuals and ideological
apparatuses such as formal education and nationalist historiography, aiming to create a centralized and
homogeneous national identity. This official memory, grounded in pre-Isiamic myths, the Shabnameb
tradition, and Shi'i identity, bas led to the marginalization or exclusion of alternative ethnic memories. In
contrast, the Baloch, drawing on their tribal life, experiences of repression and exclusion, and local
narratives, have reconstructed a resistant and antonomous identity. Employing the theories of Benedict
Apnderson, Antonio Gramsci, and Edward Said, the study shows how national memory in Iran bas
Jostered ethnic and religions “othering,” while Baloch memory bas emerged as a site of cultural resistance
and identity redefinition.

Keywords
Collective Memory, Ethnic Memory, Iranian Identity, Baloch Identity
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Balochistan" (Kitab Arzan, Stockholm, 2023), and "Political History of Balochistan: The
Narrative of the Sand Dunes; The Baloch People's Confrontation with Colonialism"
(Baran Publishing, Stockholm, 2025).

Iran Academia University Press © 2025 The Association for Freedom of Thought


https://journals.iranacademia.com/FTJ

68| Abstracts of Persian Articles

Freedom of Thonght Journal
Winter 2025, No. 17, 53-69 [Persian]
~ DOL: btsps:/ [ doi.org/ 10.53895/ fiy1704

Rethinking the Dialectics of Islam, Iranian Identity,
and Collective Memory: A Constructivist Approach

Mojtaba Mahdave™

Abstract:

Adopting a constructivist and posteolonial approach, this article rethinks the place of Islam within Iranian
identity and collective memory, challenging the cultural essentialism. Empbasizing the fluid and historical
nature of Islam and Muslimness, it argues that religions experience in Iran is shaped through the
intersections of class, gender, generation, culture, and lived excperience. By analyzing the interaction of three
intertwined traditions—national, religions, and modern Western—it critiques Islamism as a “non-
collective memory” and essentialist discourse, underscoring the importance of a post-Islamist transition and
the promotion of inclusive dialogne to form a pluralistic and democratic identity in contemporary Iran.

Keywords

Non-collective memory, identity, constructivism, Islam, post-Islamism
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From Imitation to Reflection, The History of
| Translation and the Crisis of Theorizing in
 Contemporary Iran

Ali Mirsepassi ™

Abstract:

This article examines two pivotal processes in the intellectnal history of modern Iran: first, the dynanism
of theory as it “travels” across cultural and geographical contexts and undergoes semantic transformation;
and second, the role of transiation in the reception of ideas in Iran and the crisis-producing consequences of
decontextualized or imitative translation. The first part, drawing on Edward Said’s notion of “traveling
theory,” shows how concepts are reread and reconfignred when moving from one milien to another; a salient
example is the migration of the idea of “Westoxification” from Heidegger’s philosophical framework into
Iranian, and subsequently Indian, horizons. The second part analyzes the experience of translation in the
Iranian humanities and argues that neglecting the historical and contextual aspects has resulted in
theoretical weakness.

Keywords

Traveling theory, Westoxification, Decontextualized, imitative translation, Crisis of
theorization, Iranian intellectual history
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