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! Mehrzad Boroujerdi and Kourosh Rahimkhani, Postrevolutionary Iran: A Political Handbook,
Syracuse NY: Syracuse University Press, 2018. Full text available at:
https:/ /irandataportal.syr.edu/postrevolutionary-iran-a-political-handbook
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7 Paivandi, L'évolution des inégalités scolaires en Iran.
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10 Paivandi, I'analyse démographique de I'alphabétisme en Iran.
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 “Woman , Life, Freedom”: The Emergence of an
' Inclusive Definition of Iranianness

Agadeh Kian
Abstract

Since the advent of the modern nation-state under Reza Shab, the Persian language has appeared as the
most permanent foundation of nationalism and its drive to uniformity. Westernized nationalism intended
to erase ethnic identities in favour of Persianity. Under the Islamic regime, Islamist/ nationalism has
intended to crush non-Shi'ite religions identities. Aspirations of religious/ ethnic minorities to full
citizenship rights have been shattered by all-out discrimination, securitization and Shi‘itization that have
impeded the completion of the nation-state building project.

The ongoing revolution in Iran with women at its forefront that expanded to various social groups,
ethnicities, genders and religions across the conntry, has challenged this model of power. The revolutionary
practice has spread demands for the separation between religion and state, and is leading to the emergence
of a new inclusive definition of Iranianness. It has also led to the rise of an intersectional conscionsness
according to which democracy, freedom and social justice are closely intertwined with gender, ethnic, religions,
sexctal and class equality.

The most effective way to resist efforts that overlook potential collective action is to place the marginalized
at the center.

Keywords

Gender, ethnicity, intersectionality, national identity, religion

Azadeh Kian is a Professor of Sociology and Gender studies, Director of the Center for Gender and
Feminist Studies (CEDREF) and its journal Les Cahiers du CEDREF at the Université Paris Cité. Her last
publications include: Femmes et pouvoir en islam, (Women and Power in Islam), Paris, Michalon, 2019.
Rethinking Gender, Ethnicity and Religion in Iran: An Intersectional Approach to National ldentity, London and New
York, 1.B.Tautis, Bloomsbury 2023.
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My reflections are largely informed
by my field works in Baluchistan,
Golestan, and Tehran provinces from
1994 to the end of 2008 and the changes
that have occurred since then.! Despite
the diversity of empirically observable
situations such as gender, ethnicity,
social status, or religious affiliations,
popular classes share the fact of being
socially and culturally dominated. This
domination is characterized by a
deficiency in economic resources
associated with subaltern positions, or
even marginalization. Moreover, they are
deprived of valued lifestyles and cultural
practices, and are ultimately limited in
their future prospects. 2 Despite the
"continuum of dominated groups" 3
solidarity among popular classes in Iran
had been impeded by ethnic/religious
boundaries that additionally function as
social  hierarchies. The ongoing
revolution however, has set into motion
intersectional grievances and has shown
that the very processes and conditions
that secure a subject’s subordination are
also the means by which he/she
becomes a self-conscious identity and
agent. As Foucault argued, the paradox
of subjectivation is that it situates agency
in the very structures of power (and not
outside), therefore in the specific
relations of subjectivation. Although the
subject is produced as the effect of a
subotdination, he/she is also capable of
a subversive reinvestment allowing
him/her to resignify, by producing new
contexts, what determines him/her.
Thus, a subject is both dominated and
provided with agency. Saba Mahmood
conceptualized agency as a capacity for
action that specific relations of
subordination create and enable. Like
Teresa de Lauretis, Mahmood believed

that individuals are not autonomous
from the social.4

The assassination of Zhina Mahsa
Amini, a young Kurdish Iranian woman
on September 16 2022 and the rape of
a 14 year old Baluch girl in Chah Bahar
by the commander of the police forces
triggered unprecedented anger and
discontent against the regime that had
been simmering for several decades. It
also illustrated the intertwined social
relations of religion, ethnicity, and
gender in the multi-ethnic and multi-
religious country of Iran. Indeed, in the
ongoing revolution in Iran, the
marginalized  categories  (subaltern
women and men, ethnic and religious
and sexual minorities) who were
excluded because they were subaltern or
because they did not belong to the center
- emerged or gained, through their own
struggles, the means to speak for
themselves as the new subjects.
Consequently, they threaten the
dominant discourses and actions.

The  Constitutional — Revolution
(1906-11)5 was marked by the idea of
social, ethnic, religious and linguistic
diversity of the nation. This idea
disappeared when the nationalist
ideology substituted Persianness for
Iranianness. Iranian nationalism, as a
modern ideology, was from the
beginning influenced by Western
Orientalists and has excluded entire
segments of the population because of
their sense of ethnic, gender or religious
belonging. Inspired by European
Orientalism, the intellectual advocates of
Western-oriented nationalism attempted
to found a new Iranian identity based on
the Persian language and on a pre-
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Islamic past, later endorsed by the
Pahlavi dynasty.

Western-oriented nationalism served
to enforce the power of Persian men
over women and ethnic and religious
minorities. Mahmoud  Afshar, a
prominent Western-educated nationalist
and secular intellectual’was a pioneer of
the pan-Iranist movement. In his youth
he had been active in the "Young Iran
Society" (Anjoman-i Iran-i Javan), a
group of nationalist Iranians, most of
whom had been educated in European
universities. One of the influential
members of the group was Reza Khan,
who became Shah in 1925. Afshar
argued:

What I mean by the national unity of
Iran is a political, cultural and social
unity of the people who live within
the present day boundaries of Iran.
This wunity includes two other
concepts, namely, the maintenance
of political independence and the
geographical integrity of Iran.
However, achieving national unity
means that the Persian language must
be established throughout the
country, that regional differences in
clothing, customs and the like must
disappear, and that local chieftains
must be eliminated. Kurds, Lots,
Qashga’is, Arabs, Turks, Turkmens,
etc., shall not differ from one another
by wearing different clothes or by
speaking a different language. In my
opinion, until national unity is
achieved in Iran the possibility that
our political independence and
geographical integrity be endangered
will always remain.®

Reza Shah appealed to uniformity
and demanded that Iranians, including
members of ethnic groups, conform
their way of life to a new model defined
in a Persianized and pro-Western
manner. Every nonconforming element
was regarded as a sign of backwardness
and a possible threat to national unity.
The Islamic regime inherited this
construction but substituted Western-
oriented manners with Islamic/Shiite
oriented ones. A national culture, as
Stuart Hall states, seeks to unify different
members, in terms of class, gender, or
race, into one cultural identity, and to
represent them all as belonging to the
same great national family. But does
unifying national identity of this kind
cancel or subsume cultural difference??

Nation-building reformulates social
relations in terms of gender, class and
ethnicity. Under the Pahlavis, the social
hierarchy was based on male Persian
identity and belonging to the detriment
of other genders and ethnicities. Under
the Islamic regime, the Shi’ite dimension
of Iranian identity is highlighted to the
detriment of other religions, including
Sunnism, and women are submitted to
men’s neo/ patriarchal authority. Shi’ism
thus overdetermines individuals and
tends to legitimize structural relations of
power based on gender, ethnicity,
religion or class.

Let me emphasize that I define
intersectionality from a three-pronged
perspective: epistemological  (situated
knowledge), theoretical (intersectionality
of social relations of gender, class, race,
ethnicity, religion, etc.) and political
(social action against the established
unequal social order). Intersectionality as
it has been proposed by Black feminist
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theorists and theorists of color can be an
alternative to movements based on
claims of identity. Intersectionality is not
identity politics, but a critical social
theory which is based not on paradigms
and epistemologies of  traditional
knowledge, but on paradigms that
emphasize ~ the  importance  of
intersectional — oppressions in  the
formation of the matrix of domination.!?

Intersectional analysis of social
relations of gender, class, ethnicity, and
religion that accounts for discrimination
in the everyday experiences of ethnic
and religious minority women (and men)
is a fertile approach when dealing with
the question of social inequalities in a
class-based, multi-ethnic, and multi-
religious country like Iran.
Intersectionality is also a strategy for
social justice.

Ethnicity, Ethnicization

Contrary to the essentialist approach to
ethnicity, according to which ethnic
groups are natural and unchanging,
ethnic relations are above all social
relations. Economic and political
inequalities produce ethnicity, ethnic
groups, and ethnic claims. It is social
relations that constitute people in
categories and ethnic agents. Ethnic
relations  structure  people's  life
opportunities, influence their social class
standing, condition their practice, and
shape their identities. For this very
reason, “We need to rethink the notion
of ethnicity from the margins, from the
dominated.”!!

The status that the Persian language
has acquired since Reza Shah as the
official language, and its exclusive use in
the public administration and the

educational system associated with the
expansion of education, has had
tremendous impact on the identity
construction  of  urbanized new
generations from non-Persian origins.
As a representational system language
uses signs and symbols to construct
meanings.  These  representations
produce culture, which helps people not
only communicate but also interpret the
world in generally related ways. Cultural
meanings have concrete effects and help
organize social practices.

Under the Islamic regime a study of
school  textbooks  shows:  “The
perception of belonging is clearly
hierarchical. Ethnic belonging is placed
at the bottom, followed by national
belonging, which is itself subject to
religious affiliation.”!? According to this
discourse, Iran is an Islamic homeland.
Nationality must submit to Islam, and
ethnicity has a double allegiance both to
the nation-state and to the wmmat.

However, the "ethnic question” has
not emerged because of Iran's multi-
ethnic composition. Itis closely linked to
the increasingly politicized nature of
ethnic issues in the country, particularly
under Islamic rule. Islamic State policies
have consistently "securitized" ethnic
and religious issues, women's rights, etc.
and  marginalized  ethnic/religious
minorities by excluding them from the
national identity that the Islamic regime
defines exclusively as Shi’ite.

The Islamic regime has pursued at
least three strategies of marginalization
in ethnic/Sunnite majority regions: one
is persianization/Shi’itization, the other
is discrimination, and the third is
securitization. Settlement policy of
Persians/Shiites in  Sunnite majority
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provinces has been pursued, and the
arrival of educated youth or state cadres
from other parts of the country in local
universities and administrations (for
example, in Zahedan), far from the
Baluch problems, are examples of these
deliberate policies. In Baluchistan and in
Golestan 1 observed ethnic
discrimination and both educated and
uneducated Baluch and Turkmen
complained of discrimination they
suffered. For example, although the
number of educated Turkmen men is
quite high, the jobs, especially those with
decision-making authority in the local
administration in Golestan, and even in
Turkmen majority towns such as
Gonbad Kavoos, were handed to
Persian/Shiites. The state’s
discriminatory policies against Sunnites
had influenced Persian/Shi’ite behavior
as well. Despite the population mixing,
ethnic and religious boundaries have
become much tighter than before the
revolution. For example, in Golestan
province we did not see or hear of any
intermarriages  between  Turkmen,
Baluch, and Persian/Mazandaranis. The
three communities live side by side but
show no willingness to remove ethnic
boundaries or let their ethnic and
religious identity be influenced by
matrimonial  alliances  with  other
communities. “We do not marry our
daughters to Persians, but accept to take
their daughters,” is both a Baluch and
Turkmen motto. In the majority of
interfaith  (Sunnite-Shi’ite) —marriages
based on free choice, women are Shi’ite.

Although the Iranian civil code
authorizes marriage between a Shi’ite
woman and a Sunnite man (Article
1059), traditionalist clerics advise against
such marital unions. In our survey,

Persian/Shi’ites use religious and
cultural differences as a pretext. While
sipping tea with a Persian peasant family
of tobacco cultivators in Dowlat Abad,
an exclusively Persian village, and
discussing their daughter’s upcoming
marriage with a Zaboli (Shi’ite), I asked
whether they also accepted to have a
Sunnite son-in-law. The father who
worked for the tobacco factory became
very angry and said that my question had
“made his tea poisonous” and put an
end to our interview.

The educated Baluch complain of all
kinds of discriminations ranging from
tinancial, to administrative and religious.
And finally, the state’s policies have
consistently securitized ethnic/religious
issues. The Islamic regime has
systematically dismissed claims of
minority groups (both ethnic, religious,
sexual) to equal rights and life
opportunities and has qualified these
claims as a plot of foreign (regional or
Western) powers. Repression has been
the only response that these people have
received from the state.

However, like the ethnic frame, the
religious frame of reference also
functions as a possible support for the
mobilization of minorities. If the
religious frame of reference can lead to
racialized assignment and ethnicization,
it also sometimes activates forms of
ordinary mobilization and resistance, or
individual and collective resilience. Let
me give you one example. Under
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the High
Council of the Cultural Revolution
approved a rule in 2007, according to
which the management of Sunnite
theology schools were placed under the
supervision of Ayatollah Khamenei’s
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representatives. The Sunnite clerical
authorities ~ protested  vehemently,
arguing that the planning of Sunnite
religious education in theology schools is
the duty of Sunnite religious authorities,
not the Shi’ites. Molavi Abdolhamid, the
highest Sunnite religious authority in
Iran and the Imam of Friday prayer in
Zahedan (the capital city of Baluchistan),
who is known as a moderate who now
advocates the separation between
religion and state, declared that religious
belief is the red line of Sunnites and no
individual, group, or state should pass
this red line. He also warned the
authorities against politicization of
religion, or making the religion state-
centered.!?

The ethnicization of Sunnite religion
in everyday life is paramount, and the
local and central authorities contribute
tremendously to enforcing religious
divisions in order to divide the have nots
and to rule. This process of othering
reinforces the ethnicized social order
that is already set in place. However, this
ethnicized hierarchy is not hermetically
sealed, as there is considerable
differentiation and fluidity within it.
Moreover, like other power relations it
can be changed. In fact, this model of
power is increasingly challenged by
aspirations for full citizenship rights of
both marginalized men and women
brought about by social, economic and
cultural change.

Division or Coalition?

The ongoing revolution with women
at its forefront has spread to various
social groups, ethnicities, genders and
religions across the country and so have
the demands for the separation between

religion and state. The revolutionary
practice has led to the emergence of a
new inclusive definition of Iranianness
that rejects social hierarchies based on
gender, ethnicity, class, or religion.

Despite  increasingly  ferocious
repression that spared neither women
nor even children, the protesters
continued to subvert the hierarchical
social order that Islamic laws and
institutions have constantly reinforced.
It should be noted that the majority of
the demonstrators killed were Baluch
and Kurd. The demands of minority
groups are linked to inequalities in the
distribution of economic, political, social
and cultural power, and represent real
social ~ problems. It should be
remembered that voters from ethnic and
religious minorities, as well as young
people, women, and intellectuals from
the majority participated significantly in
the election of Mohammad Khatami
(1997-2005), and to a lesser extent in that
of Hassan Rohani (2013-2021). They
demanded through votes inclusion in the
national political community. However,
these hopes have been dashed.

The ongoing revolution has also led
to major upheavals in more traditional
parts of the country. In an
unprecedented move, many Baluch
women, who never went out alone and
were less politicized than Kurdish
women, are now demonstrating
alongside the men in Zahedan.
Admittedly, they wear the traditional
chador and present a very different
image from that of young women in the
big cities. Through acts of resistance and
civil disobedience a growing number of
young women are trying to take control
of their destiny, including their bodies
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and their sexuality. Some transgress
Islamic norms and, through
performative acts, reveal themselves and
refuse to conceal their bodies and their
movements. They sing, dance and
proclaim the urgency of freedom. The
Islamic gender regime, along with its
legislation and institutions, has been
increasingly questioned by women,
especially the younger generation,
belonging to both the majority and the
minorities ~ who,  through  subtle
arrangements, alter gender social order.

The  structural  transformations
(urbanization, modernization, expansion
of education, etc.) that have taken place,
especially since the 1970s, have led to
better access for both Persian/Shi’ite
and non-Persian girls to schools,
university  education, and  the
professionalization of a number of
women. One of the outcomes of these
transformations is that the patriarchal
family founded on male power and
domination is questioned and is
undergoing change. Despite class,
religion, ethnicity, or rural-urban divide,
many women share experiences and are
likely to build a collective body of
wisdom in matters of marriage, family,
childbearing and child-rearing, and
education.

The ongoing revolution has also led
to the rise of an intersectional
consciousness, according to which
democracy, freedom, and social justice
are closely intertwined with gender,
ethnic, religious, sexual, or class equality.
This national solidarity and
intersectional consciousness against the
Islamic regime went far beyond ethnic,
religious, class or gender boundaries and
was paramount in the slogans that were

chanted during the demonstrations from
September 2022 onward. Consider the
following examples of chants from
different geographical regions and
places:

Tehran: From Kurdistan to Tehran, 1
give my life for Iran (ag kordestan ta
Tebran, janam faday-e iran); Kurdistan,
Zahedan: Eyes and Lights of Iran
(kordestan, zabedan cheshn o cheragh-e
tran); Kurdistan A Model for all Iran
(Kordestan, — olgouy-e ~ kol-e  iran);
Piranshahr: Kurd, Baluch, Azari:
Freedom and Equality (&ord, Baluch
agari, agadi va barabari); Zahedan:
Kurds and Baluch are brothers. They
are from the same parents (Kord o
Baluch baradarand. Az yek pedar va
madarand); ~ Tarbiyat ~ Moddares
University in Tehran: From Zahedan
to Tabriz Poverty Corruption,
Discrimination (ag Zahedan ta Tabriz,
faghr wva  fesad wva 1tabi’ig); Tehran,
University of Alameh: Bread, Jobs,
Freedom, freedom of choice for
clothing (Nan, kar, azadi, poushesh-¢
ekhtiyari); Marivan: From Kurdistan
to Tehran, Oppression against
women (Az kordestan ta tebran setam
aleyh-e zanan).\*

It is therefore urgent to acknowledge
the diversity and plurality of experiences
of oppression and injustice, and to
include multiple and discordant voices in
order to achieve a non-hegemonic
definition of Iranian national identity.
The claims of minority groups are
relevant  to  inequalities in  the
distribution of economic, political, and
cultural power, and represent real social
issues. The Islamic state has tended to
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securitize and marginalize
ethnic/religious pleas for equality and
exclude them from the national identity
re-construction, which is composed of a
multiplicity of belongings: genders,
religions, ethnicities, social classes.
However, women and other minorities,
as major agents of change, need to be
beware not to be betrayed again by the
return of the orientalist discourse on
national  identity. The emerging
Neo/nationalistic discourse inside the
country, and especially among the
diaspora, thus needs to be scrutinized
and criticized.

In the ongoing revolution, where
women and ethnic and religious
minorities have emphasized their
importance  as  major  political
stakeholders, “Woman, Life, Freedom,”
borrowed from the Kurdish feminist
movement in Turkey, became the major
slogan in all demonstrations and
gatherings targeting the Islamic regime
and its Leader. Islamic laws and
institutions that reinforce social, ethnic,
gender, religious, or class inequalities are
being challenged precisely because they
are at odds with social realities and new
social, demographic, cultural, or political
behaviors, especially among the younger
generations. A consciousness  has
stemmed  from  the  emerging
revolutionary practice, according to
which democracy, freedom, and social
justice are closely intertwined with
gender, ethnic, religious, or class

equality.

Following Paul Eluard, the French
poet, let me emphasize that the freedom
whose name is chanted all over Iran is
not an end in itself, but an ever-reborn
desire  since  the  Constitutional

revolution, and a strong response to the
oppressor. Audre Lord also put to the
fore the idea of making difference-
irrigated relationality the foundation of
non-oppressive coalitions, and asked,
“How can we wuse each other’s
differences in our common battles for a
liveable future?” The answer is what
Maria Lugones labeled, “deep coalition,”
and what Audre Lorde called, “the
interdependency of different
strengths.” 15 To conclude, and as
Kimberlé Crenshaw argued, “Placing
those who are currently marginalized in
the center is the most effective way to
resist efforts that compartimentalize
experiences and undermine potential
collective action.”’16
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Since modern times, which began in
Iran with the Constitutional Revolution
(1906-1911), women have been active in
social movements, individually within
them, and in periods without protest
movements.  However, = women's
involvement as social actors in
movements has not necessarily meant
that they were feminists. In this article, 1
argue that the Mahsa Movement was the
first feminist movement in Iran. In order
to substantiate this, I briefly analyze
movements that have had a feminist or
feminine component in Iran since the
Revolution of 1979, namely the women's
protest ~ movement  against  the
compulsory veil just after the 1979
Revolution, The 2006 Campaign for
One Million Signatures, the 2009 Green
Movement, the small movement of 2017
in which a few young women publicly
removed the veil, as well as the
movements of 2016-2019 against the
high cost of living and the corruption of
the Islamic Republic.!

We will try to show that none of
these movements, even The Campaign
of 20006, was a feminist social movement
in the strict sense of the concept of
social movements. They were either
movements in which women intervened
as citizens without gender in their
demands, and not female citizens (the
Green  Movement), or  protest
movements that were not social
movements in the strict sense of the

term (the protest against the compulsory
veil following the 1979 Revolution), or
movements that we would call cultural
(The One Million Signatures Campaign).
As for the movement of a few dozen
young women in 2017 against the
compulsory veil, this was an extremely
limited event that was dominated by the
movement against the high cost of
living, in which women intervened as
housewives or as non-gendered social
actors who protested like men against
the increasingly intolerable conditions of
daily life marked by high prices and the
indecent enrichment of the power elites.

Three distinct mobilization patterns:
social movements, social protests,
and cultural movements

We distinguish three types of protest
movements. Firstly, a social movement
with three major characteristics: protest
against the established order and the
social groups that defend it (the
opposition pole), the self-assertion of
new social actors (the identity pole), and
the demand for a new type of society
based on a different social organization
(the totality pole).2 Secondly, protest
movements that oppose the established
order but don't propose a new society,
confining  themselves to rejecting
repressive laws or social domination.
Finally, there are cultural movements
that aim for social change in the name of

1 'There is a vast body of literature on feminism in Iran, e.g.: Janet Afary. Sexwual Politics in Modern

Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). Nayereh Tohidi, “Women’s Rights And Feminist
Movements In Iran,” International Journal on Human Rights 13, no. 24 (Winter 2016). Azadeh Kian. Reshinking
Gender, Ethnicity and Religion in Iran: An Intersectional Approach to National Identity (London & New York: 1.B.
Tauris, 2023). Other sources related to the specific issues I am dealing with are quoted within this article.

2 In this article I use the notion of social movement in the sense of Alain Touraine. See Alain Touraine, “An
Introduction to the Study of Social Movements,” Social Research 52, N° 4. (1985): 749-787.
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a new cultural vision, without mobilizing
large numbers of people.

Cultural movements are the work of
small groups of intellectuals and their
supporters and do not "fill the streets"
like social movements or protest
movements. To qualify as a social
movement, there has to be a protest
dimension, i.e., a protest against a reality,
as was the case with the 1979 women's
movement against the mandatory veil.
There also has to be a self-affirming
dimension on the part of protagonists
who don't confine themselves to protest
“against”, but rather assert themselves
for a “positive goal” by proposing a
different conception of society, a
different place for themselves and by
challenging the prevailing social and
political order and working for another
order through mobilization and social
action in the public sphere. The
“positive” dimension was lacking in the
women's protests of 1979, in which the
compulsory veil was challenged, but no
alternative was proposed in which
women would be social actors in their
own right within a new social
framework.

A social movement is also different
from a cultural movement like the One
Million Signatures Campaign. Indeed, a
cultural movement mobilizes only a
small number of players around cultural
ideas and is confined to demands that
are not followed up by collective
mobilization. The One  Million
Signatures Campaign could have turned
into a social movement if there had been
a collective mobilization. But a small
group of women (and a few men)
gathered around the idea of women’s

legal equality with men, and this did not
translate into a collective mobilization.

The Mahsa Movement has had all the
hallmarks of a social movement. The
principle of opposition in it has been the
predatory state, whose overthrow the
demonstrators called for. The principle
of identity is expressed in "Woman, Life,
Freedom," and a project for a new
society is that of a democracy that would
integrate men and women, ethnic and
religious minorities, and give full weight
to citizenship over and above religion —
in short, a secular, democratic society in
which the political system would operate
solely on the basis of non-theocratic,
non-religious principles and the popular
vote.

In this movement women have
played an essential role. They have been
the major actors, and men have joined
them in the collective mobilization that
reached out above all to the new
generations, not the older ones. While
agreeing with the movement and its
leitmotivs, the latter did not follow it,
nor did they take to the streets (except
for a small minority). From this point of
view, the Mahsa Movement is the first
feminist social movement in Iran. It
might also be the first in the Muslim
wotld; however, this has yet to be
demonstrated by historical analysis,
which is beyond the scope of this article.

A century of female presence and the
lack of a feminist social movement in
Iran

During and after the Constitutional
Revolution in Iran, women's groups
were active, founding underground
magazines and women's societies, and
pursuing goals such as women's



14| Khosrokhavar

education, changing the terms of
marriage and divorce for women, and
health and disease prevention for
mothers and children.

During the Pahlavi reign under Reza
Shah, who emulated Atatiitk, women on
the whole gained a number of rights as a
result of the modernization of the state
apparatus, including the introduction of
an autonomous judiciary, even if the
influence of traditional Islam within it
was not negligible. Women's education
was also carried out in schools, and
gradually at university, without major
obstacles. In addition to education, there
was the introduction of women into
other sectors as well. The women's
movement in this period, however, was
virtually non-existent, although
individual women did try to push for
female emancipation. Nor was the
despotic nature of the Pahlavi state
conducive to the free expression of
women's demands.

During the reign of Mohammad
Reza Shah, the activities of independent
women's groups disappeared.? Women's
associations were forcibly integrated into
state bodies, and there was no notable
resistance on their part either.
Admittedly, these associations
concerned a small number of women,
often educated and from the middle and
upper classes. The Iran of the Pahlavis
was one in which the regime granted
benefits to women rather than women
demanding  them  through  social
movements. The secular nature of the

Pahlavi regime and the desire to follow
the Western model meant that the
introduction of women into the public
sphere and the state was welcome as
long as it did not question the
authoritarian nature of the regime. Some
women were active in  far-left
organizations opposed to the Shah, such
as the Mojahedin of the People, Peykar,
Fedais, and the Tudeh Party in the
1970s. But their presence did not call
into question the masculinity of these
organizations, with  the possible
exception of the People's Mojahedin, in
which power passed into the hands of
Maryam Rajavi after the death of her
husband Mas'oud Rajavi. However,
individual women had their sights set on
female emancipation, and Mehrangiz
Manouchehrian, Iran's first female jurist,
was subsequently celebrated after the
1979 revolution by two Iranian feminists
who dedicated a book to her.*

The role of women in the 1979
revolution was significant in the
demonstrations, but no feminist
demands were raised by female
participants, particularly with regard to
Islam, which was becoming one of the
major issues of the movement. Many
female intellectuals, such as Homa
Nategh, like many men, felt that since
the Iranian revolution was petty-
bourgeois that women's demands also
had to be sacrificed to support the anti-
imperialist movement launched by
Ayatollah Khomeini and a fraction of
the clergy, who were understood as

3 Eliz Sanasarian. The Women’s Rights Movement in Iran: Mutiny, Appeasement, and Repression from 1900 to Khomeini

(New York: Praeger, 1982).

4 Noushin Ahmaid Khorasani and Parvin Ardalan. Senator: Faliyathaye Mebrangiz Manouchebrian ba Bastar
Mobarezat Hughughi Zanan dar Iran [The Work of Senator Mebrangiz Manouchebrian for 1.egal Rights for Women]

(Tehran: Nashr Tose-e, 1382 [2003]).
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representatives of the petty-bourgeoisie.
Once this revolution had been achieved
then the flag of proletarian revolution
could be raised, and women granted
equal rights with men. Many secular
women  wore  headscarves to
demonstrate their opposition to the
Shah and their support of the protest
movement, which few men and women
thought would turn into a dictatorial
theocracy.

The situation of women underwent a
profound legal regression since the 1979
revolution. All women, even non-
Muslims, were required to wear the veil
(hijab) in public. The theocratic state,
founded in 1979, imposed on women a
wide range of legal restrictions, placing
them in a legally inferior position to
men. Two weeks after the victory of the
revolution, Khomeini's office decided to
rescind the family support law enacted
under the Shah and make the Islamic
hijab mandatory. In addition, one day
before March 8, International Women's
Day, Ayatollah Khomeini announced in
a speech at the Refah Religious School
that female government officials should
observe the Islamic hijab to protect their
dignity. The next day, women without
hijab were refused entry to their
workplaces. Many of them rejected the
veil, and those from the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs demonstrated outside
the ministry. About 5,000 to 8,000
women gathered at Tehran University
and chanted against the compulsory veil.
In addition, female students joined the
protest in Tehran. They were thwarted
by the new government. Left-wing
political groups ignored them and
considered them inappropriate because
the main enemy was capitalism and the
struggle against the veil weakened the

petty-bourgeois revolution which was
considered by the intellectuals as anti-
capitalist and a step towards the
proletarian revolution. Yet, the women's
demonstration on March 8, 1979, and
five days later against the compulsory
veil, was the first collective mobilization
on a massive scale (many thousands) in
protest against religious standards
imposed on women by the Islamic
Regime.

Following the 1979 revolution, the
long war launched by Iraq against Iran
had the effect of stifling any attempt to
publicly voice women's demands.
Women's activities were put on the back
burner for over a decade, and it was only
after the end of the war with Iraqin 1988
and the death of Ayatollah Khomeini in
1989 that women's activities emerged,
not within social movements, but in the
press, in public speaking, and forms of
self-expression in literature. A new
chapter seemed to open in which certain
freedoms could be gained through
negotiation, or at least through the
attempt by the '"new religious
intellectuals" (now andishmandan dini) to
interpret Islam along pluralist lines. They
argued for a non-theocratic and
democratic version of Islam. It was a
question  of  entering into a
confrontational ~ dialogue with the
authorities without putting the Islamic
Regime in question. In activities that
were previously almost exclusively male,
where women began to  assert
themselves, as in journalism, their
breakthrough, especially during and after
Khatami's presidency (1997-2005), was
striking. Under the editorship of Shahla
Sherekat, the magazine Zanan (Women)
published articles on the situation of
women in Iran, and Salam, the reformist
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newspaper, gave a voice to women in the
1990s.

The  following  decade  the
mobilization of a small group of Iranian
feminists and their male supporters
began on June 12, 2006 in Tehran, after
the election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
as president of Iran in  2005.
Ahmadinejad campaigned as a populist
and conservative candidate who
opposed reformist motives and women's
demands. The June 2006 movement was
suppressed by the police. Three months
later, the One Million Signatures
Campaign began, calling for signatures
on a petition for equal rights for women
in public spaces. The activists were
arrested on March 4, 2007, four days
before International Women's Day. It
was a movement that did not develop
into a social movement and was nipped
in the bud by the authorities. However,
it did contribute to women's awareness
of the need for large-scale collective
action, which manifested itself in June
2009, when women demonstrated
alongside men to denounce
Ahmadinejad's fraudulent re-election in
the contest against Mir Hossein
Moussavis. But even then, there was no
specific feminine dimension to the
movement. Yet, the dream of reformist
social and political change from within
was still alive, and a large part of Iranian
society believed that reforms toward
democracy could be achieved within the
Islamic ~ theocracy.  The  Green
Movement of 2009 and its repression by
the Islamic regime put an end to this
hope. Many women became aware of the
impossibility of action within the Islamic

Regime, and a large part of civil society
became aware that the Iranian regime
was radically opposed to political
reforms towards democracy. The slogan
"Where's my vote?" marked the
emergence of a deep-rooted civic and
democratic  subjectivity in Iranian
society.

Since the 1979 revolution, any
questioning of the wveil has been
considered a sign of immorality and
indecency (b7 e¢ffatiy by the Islamic
Republic. In this context, the story of
Homa Darabi, a feminist and social
activist, is an inspiring one in the struggle
against the mandatory veil at the
individual level. Born in 1940 in Tehran
into a middle-class family, she was a
pediatrician and psychiatrist who, from
her youth, showed an unyielding will to
act for political freedom and women’s
emancipation. In 1960, she became an
early member of the National Front, a
democratic political party founded by
Mohammad Mossadegh, and entered
the School of Medicine at the University
of Tehran by successfully passing the
entrance exam. She was an activist in the
student movement and was imprisoned
for a time under the Shah for her
political militancy. Darabi earned her
psychiatric degree in the United States
and practiced medicine there before
returning to Iran in 1974. She became a
professor at Tehran University Medical
School, and also opened her own private
clinic. She took part in the protests that
led to the 1979 revolution. After the
Revolution, she refused to wear the veil.
In 1990, she was dismissed as a
university professor for refusing to wear

5 See Farhad Khosrokhavar, Marie Ladier-Fouladi, The 2009 Presidential Election in Iran: Fair or foul?, (EUI
RSCAS, 2012/29, Mediterranean Programme Series- https://hdlhandle.net/1814/22564).
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the hijab on the charge of "disrespecting
Islamic mores." Her clinic was also
closed by the authorities. As a social and
political activist, Homa Darabi cherished
high hopes for the 1979 revolution and
initially expected it to lead to the
improvement of women's situation, but
she was deeply disappointed by the
regression of their status. She set herself
on fire in Tajrish Square, northern
Tehran, on February 21, 1994, in protest
against the compulsory veil.

The election of the reformist
Mohamad Khatami a President of the
Republic in 1997 opened new vistas.
Feminist activists thought they could
launch, with the help of Islamic
feminists, a campaign to restore
women's rights. The Iranian jurist and
judge Shirin Ebadi, who in 2003 won the
Nobel Peace Prize, was among those
who supported Khatami's election. Also,
for several years, she affirmed, like the
Iranian reformist intellectuals, that equal
gender rights as well as democracy are in
conformity with genuine Islam and
could be implemented by the Islamic
regime without betraying the principles
of Allah’s religion.

The struggle for equal rights
continued over the following decades,
culminating in the launch of the One
Million Signature Campaign in 2000.
Over the previous three years, Iranian
women's rights activists had become
increasingly visible internationally. After
human rights lawyer Shirin Ebadi

received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2003,
Iranian feminists organized a series of
seminars on women's rights that
culminated in a demonstration against
gender inequality in front of Tehran
University on June 12, 2005. This event
brought together activists, men and
women. The following vyear, they
launched a petition, which began with
fifty-four founding members who were
careful to start a grassroots movement
independent from political parties and
government institutions.

The sympathizers of the movement
held another demonstration on August
28, 2000, in Haft-e-Tir Square in Tehran,
which was supported by national and
international human rights groups, such
as  Amnesty International.  The
demonstrators called for the reform of
the laws, especially family laws, that
discriminate against women’. They also
distributed a pamphlet on “The Effects
of (Islamic) Laws on Women's Lives”
throughout Tehran. The protest was
harshly quashed by the security forces,
who beat and pepper sprayed the
protesters and arrested 70 people.
Several of them were sentenced to
prison terms and flogging.

In March 2007, thirty-three women
were arrested, most of them outside a
Tehran court where they had gathered to
peacefully protest the trial of five women
- Fariba Davoudi Mohajer, Shahla
Entesari, Noushin Ahmadi Khorassani,
Parvin Ardalan, and Sussan Tahmasebi —

6 Shirin Ebadi and Azadeh Moaveni, Iran Awekening: A Memoir of Revolution and Hope (London: Random

House, 2000).

7 See for a pladoyer type of analysis Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani, Iranian Women’s One Million Signatures,
Campaign for Equality, The Inside Story (Women’s Learning Partnership, 2009).
https://learningpartnership.org/sites/default/files /tesources/pdfs/One-Million-Signatures-Campaign-

English_0.pdf
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who were accused of propaganda against
the Islamic Republic, undermining
national security, and participating in an
illegal demonstration in connection with
the June 12, 2006, demonstration.

On November 4, 2007, Ronak
Safazadeh was arrested, the day after she
collected signatures at a Children's Day
celebration for the Million Signatures
Campaign, organized in support of
gender equality.

On June 12, 2008, Nasrin Sotoudeh
and eight other women were arrested by
security forces as they were about to
attend a conference commemorating the
National Solidarity Day of Iranian
Women.

The journalist and activist Parvin
Ardalan  was scheduled to be in
Stockholm on March 6, 2008, to receive
the 2007 Olof Palme Prize in
recognition of her leading role in the
Million Signatures Campaign for gender
equality. However, on March 3, airport
security officers prevented her from
leaving, seized her passport, and handed
her a summons to appear in coutrt.

Subsequently, the Islamic Regime's
judiciary sentenced four female leaders
of the movement, Maryam
Hosseinkhah, Nahid Keshavarz, Jelveh
Javaheri, and Parvin Ardalan, to prison
terms for contributing to banned
websites.

The 2006 Campaign for one million
signatures was more of a cultural
movement, and the role of feminist
intellectuals was fundamental in it. One
of the dimensions of the social
movement is the mobilization of large
groups that can fill the streets and, at the
same time, in the general mobilization of

ordinary people who usually do not
participate in the movement and have a
sense of sympathy or empathy with it
and show it by approving it publicly or
jolning it momentarily. The Campaign
for one million signatures was limited in
the number of participants and was
easily neutralized by the arrest of its male
and female activists in several stages of
the movement. For the conventional
wisdom, this movement helped the 2009
Green Movement and 2022 Mahsa
Movement. Although this hypothesis
cannot be refuted, one of the main
pillars of Mahsa's movement was the
question of mandatory veiling, which did
not play a role in the Campaign for one
million signatures. There is no doubt
that some of the women who
participated in the Green and then
Mahsa Movement had already taken part
in the Campaign for one million
signatures, but in the Green Movement,
the female dimension was not visible in
any of the slogans (therefore, women
acted as non-gendered citizens and not
feminists in this movement) and in the
Mahsa movement, the hijab was a
fundamental issue that played no role in
the Campaign. On the other hand, in the
Campaign, young women  who
participated in the Campaign for one
million signatures were the followers of
feminist intellectuals, who belonged to
their mothers' generation, while in the
Mahsa movement, women and young
girls were the main activists of the
movement, who, at least in their slogans
and in their actions, were not from the
feminist generation of mothers and did
not explicitly refer to them. They did not
follow  concretely  the  feminist
intellectuals and had their own demands,
in which «corporeity», hijab, and sexual
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and individual freedom and a culture of
Joy played an essential role. The latter
(the culture of “joie de vivre”) was of
great importance in contrast to the
culture of sorrow in reference to the
Martyrdom ideology of the Islamic
Regime. There was no reference to the
culture of Joy in the Campaign for One
Million Signatures.

The Campaign was summed up in a
limited group of feminists with maybe
less than a few hundred women and men
who cooperated in collecting signatures
in the civil society, and the number of
signatures collected was a small fraction
of one million (the government
repression played a role but society
seemed also not to be ready for that type
of movement at that time). In summary,
neither society wholeheartedly
supported The Campaign, nor its
activists were more than a limited
number, and this movement did not
succeed to turn from a cultural into a
social movement. That the Campaign
was the linchpin for the subsequent
movements is somewhat understandable
and somewhat debatable because the
subsequent movements completely
changed and took on new directions,
and their activists within the Mahsa
Movement were the new generations,
between 14 and 25 years old, and their
demands were also totally different. The
legal and juridical aspect of gender
equality, which was the focus of the
Campaign for one million signatures,
had totally disappeared in the Mahsa
Movement, which put into question the

entirety of the Islamic Regime and
defended the freedom of the body in
conjunction with the political freedom.

In my view, The Campaign was not a
social movement because it didn't
mobilize a significant number of people
and didn't find a widespread echo in the
civil society. However, as a cultural
movement it pushed towards political
awareness not only of women, but also
of men. One can claim that the
Campaign for one million signatures was
a cultural movement learning the ropes
of a future social movement. However,
it took sixteen years, which is more than
a generation, for a feminist movement,
the Mahsa Movement, to emerge, which
was not concerned with formal legal
equality, but with the appropriation of
the body (the rejection of the veil) and
political freedom against the powers that
be and not within its frameworks.

Under the Islamic Republic, the first
campaign against the compulsory hijab
was launched on social networks by a
group of Iranian students and graduates
in 2012-2013 under the title “No to
compulsory hijab.” The campaign
included feminists Mehrangiz Kar and
Masih  Alinejad, as well as political
activists, students, journalists, and
human rights defenders. 69,000 people
signed up on the campaign's Facebook
page.

Another case of individual protest
against the mandatory veil is that of
Masih Alinejad. A plurality of narratives
rejecting the veil can be found on the

8 Th originality of the Mahsa Movement in terms of subjectivity and subjectivation is well illustrated by
Nayereh Tohidi, Iran in a Tarnsformative Process by Woman, Life, Freedom (Azadi Andisheh, N° 13,
2023); see also Farzaneh Sadeghi, Maryam Tehrani, Iranian women’s Agency in the “Women Life Freedom”

and Its Consequences, (Azadi Andisheh, N° 13, 2023).
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Facebook page of Iranian-American
feminist journalist Masih Alinejad,
which has the revealing name of “My
Stealthy Freedom.”? Starting in 2014,
the page currently has over one million
likes and followers and has led to a larger
civil disobedience campaign.

The 2017 protest movement against
the compulsory veil

The Million Signatures Campaign was
the last movement in which women
agreed to play the legal game to raise
public awareness about their demands
for equal rights. Its failure convinced
many of them to resort to civil
disobedience against the Islamic Republic
by rejecting its political legitimacy and
not within it. Moreover, the Million
Signature Campaign was fundamentally
about women's rights and did not focus
on the veil. In December 2017, another
movement  began, rejecting  the
compulsory veil as a symbol of the
subjugation of women and their
inferiority as citizens. On December 27,
2017, 31-year-old Vida Movahed
removed her headscarf in Engelab
Avenue, a central thoroughfare in
Tehran. She stood on an electrical
distribution box and for neatly an hour
silently held her scarf at the end of a stick
before being arrested. This movement
was coincidental with another one that
mobilized people in many towns to
denounce government corruption and
the growing poverty of the population.
More than 4,000 arrests took place in
many cities, and it cast its shadow over
the rejection of the veil by young
women. Movahed's lawyer, Nasrin

9 See https://www.facebook.com/StealthyFreedom.

Sotoudeh, herself a famous feminist,
took up her defense and she was released
on January 28 on the condition that she
withdrew from the public life. Until
October 2018, she complied, but she
reappeared again in public without a veil,
standing on the dome built at the center
of Engelab Square from which she
waved white and red balloons.

Another woman, Narges Hosseini,
33, went to the same platform as Vida
Movahed and lifted her white headscarf
in January 2018. In the days that
followed, other women removed their
veils and repeated the same action.
Narges Hosseini was arrested and put in
jail. Nasrin Sotoudeh assumed her legal
representation. In the following days, a
number of women and men protested
against the compulsory veil. These
young women became known as the
"Gitls of Engelab Avenue" (dokhtaran
khiaban ~ enqelab)  and  gained
prominence on social media. Hosseini
was sentenced to three months in prison
for "inciting prostitution" and "not
wearing the hijab".

This movement, which did not
become widespread, was the prelude to
the Mahsa Movement, more than four
years later (September 2022). It was a
protest movement rather than a social
movement in that it rejected the
mandatory veil, without any slogan or
any social mobilization. At its core were
individual young women who rejected
the compulsory veil.

The two  major intellectual
movements after the 1979 revolution:
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the Religious Reformists and the
Feminists

Since the overthrow of the Shah in 1979,
three new types of intellectuals have
gradually emerged in Iran:

-religious reformist intellectuals (now
andishmandan dini) from the 1990s
onwards!?, almost all of whom are men.
They have theologically challenged
Islamic theocracy and the notion of
Velayat faqih in its Islamic legitimacy;

-Iranian  feminists, who  have
emerged as a major cultural group and
whose leading figures are a dozen
women, often educated and middle-
class, who have not only produced an
intellectual corpus but have also acted as
non-violent activists on the social scene,
from the 1990s onwards and especially
in the 21st century. We might mention
the names of Shirin Ebadi, Noushin
Ahmadi Khorassani, Parvin Ardalan,
Nasrin Sotoudeh, Narges Mohammadi,
Mansoureh Shojaee... Their intellectual
production is just as important as their
resistance to a theocratic regime that
does not hesitate to put them in prison,
to physically abuse them, or even
mentally torture them according to what
Narges Mohammadi calls "white
torture"1!.

-later, young Iranian singers, often
rappers, who, after the failure of the
Green Movement in 2009, expressed the
disarray and despair of Iranian society's
youth and, with the Mahsa Movement,

became  the  movement's  main
spokespersons, urging citizens to take
part and denouncing the predatory state.
One can quote the names of Chervin
Hajipoor (Emmi Rewards for his song
“For” (Baraye), Hamri Saman, Toomaj
Salehi, Emad Qavidel, Saman Yasin,
Amir Tataloo, Mehdi Yarrahil2. ..

The Green Movement is the end of
reformist intellectuals who asked for
reforms within the Islamic Republic, and
the beginning of a secularization that
demands the separation of religion and
politics and the recognition of a
citizenship in which religion plays no
role in the public sphere. The new
culture advocated by the Mahsa
movement is in line with this type of
secularism:  rejecting the imposed
headscarf, dancing and singing of
women and men in the public space,
mixing of men and women, and
denouncing the regime's martyrdom
ideology through the exaltation of a
culture of "joie de vivre"...

The Mahsa Movement and its female
initiators

The death of a young Iranian Kurdish
woman, Mahsa Amini, in the Tehran
vice squad prison building on September
16, 2022, triggered a new kind of social
movement in Iran, in which women
were the main protagonists and
pioneers. Despite bloody repression
(over 520 deaths according to human
rights organizations), the movement has

10 There are numerous studies of this movement. See among others, Ali Gheissari, [ranian Intellectuals in the
20th Century (Austin University of Texas Press, 1998); Mehran Kamrava, Iran’s Intellectual Revolution
(Cambridge University Press: 2008); Mohsen Mottaghi, Iz Pensée Chiite Contemporaine a 1.’Eprenve de la

Révolution Iranienne (Paris: I’Harmattan Publishers, 2012).

11 Narges Mohammadi, Shekanjeh sefid (white torture), (Sweden: Baran Publishers, 2020).
12 See Farhad Khosrokhavar, I.'Iran: la jeunesse démocratique contre 'Etat prédatenr (Fauves Publishers, 2023).
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lasted for several months (until April
2023 and beyond it) and continues by
individual women who refuse to wear
the compulsory veil.

The Mahsa Movement (named by
many sociologists after the surname of
the young Kurdish woman killed by the
vice squad) innovated on several levels,
both anthropologically and socially. It
combined bodily freedom with political
freedom. It massively marked the
irruption of women as social and
political activists, as women and not as
sisters, wives, mothers or nieces... It
invented a form of collective joy through
dance and various bodily manifestations
that marked a break with the martyrdom
and mourning of the official ideology of
the Islamic Republic. It enhanced a new
sense of male-female relations through
mixed dances posted on the Web and
mixed demonstrations where men and
women shouted in unison "Death to the
dictator". It showcased the self-
affirmation of the middle classes in their
youth, who overcame fear in the midst
of a hyper-repressive regime and braved
the killings of demonstrators for several
months. Lastly, it revealed Iran’s
profound secularization in its new
generations.

The Mahsa Movement failed
politically (it was unable to overthrow
the Islamic regime), but it succeeded
culturally by revealing its illegitimacy.

The state as the main adversary in
the social movements of modern Iran

Social movements are determined by,
but exceed, objective and historical
conditions. Social actors launch the
movement by challenging a social and
political order perceived as repressive,

acting on a subjectivity that feels
alienated and mistreated by it. In Iran,
since the 20th century, the main
adversary of social movements has been
the state. In the Mahsa Movement
(September 2022-April 2023 in its
collective mobilization), it 1is the
theocratic regime that is identified by the
movement's actors as leading the
generalized repression against society.
The movement that has developed since
September 2022 has characteristics that
distinguish it from the major
movements of 2009 (the Green
Movement) and those of 2015-2019. It
differs from the former in that it
unambiguously rejects the supreme
leader who runs society (the slogan
"Death to the dictator" (marg bar
diktator) is one of the most common). It
differs from the latter in that it proposes
clear objectives for an alternative
political regime based on the slogan
"Woman, freedom, life". It shares with
the 2015-2019 movements the absence
of leadership and organization, which
indicates its extreme fragility. The
Islamic regime, by cutting off the
Internet and massively arresting
demonstrators (around 20 thousand
arrests up to the end of January 2023),
has stifled it.

The objective causes of the Mahsa
Movement  can  be  summarily
enumerated: the closure of the political
system and the elimination of reformists
(Khatami's presidency from 1997 to
2005 was the apogee of reformism, and
since then, reformists have been
gradually eliminated from the political
scene); increasing poverty due to the lack
of development, Iran's isolation on the
international stage; the withdrawal of
President Trump's United States from
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the nuclear treaty in 2018 and the
application of restrictive clauses that
make the legal sale of oil by Iran
extremely difficult and the vertiginous
rise in the price of the dollar with a very
high inflation rate (over 50% for several
years) and growing youth
unemployment; the collapse of the
middle classes and the extension of
poverty to these strata in conjunction
with the indecent wealth of the ruling
elite due to systematic corruption's. ...

The new subjectivity

In social movement theorties, the place
of  subjectivity is  problematic.
Sociologists talk about emotions and
their importance in social movements
and, in particular, in relation to social
actors (agency)!4. But subjectivity, and
what we call « subjectivation » in French
sociology (Foucault, Touraine...), has
not opened up its own space of
intelligibility =~ in  English-language
sociology. In reality, it's an in-between
phenomenon: between  subjectivity,
social action and participation in a group
that forges a collective identity as the
movement develops and asserts a new or
renewed self through intersubjectivity
within demonstrations, but also in
opposition to the powers that be or
antagonistic forces. Subjectivation lies
somewhere between the structural and

the conjunctural effervescence of the
social movement. It is the characteristics
of subjectivation within the Iranian
youth that we seek to identify in the
Mahsa Movement. This youth no longer
accepts submission to the theocratic
government out of sheer fear of
repression. In the denial of legitimacy to
the Islamic Republic, a dimension stands
out, based on the secularization of
society: the importance of life in this
world, with its joys and freedom, which
we call the "Joy of Living".
Secularization caught the despotic
regime off guard. The will to live and the
refusal of a false sacrifice in the name of
martyrdom in the service of a regime
now devoid of legitimacy - this is why we
can call this movement for the joy of
living and against a theocracy which, in
its ideological dimension, is experienced
as a killjoy by Iranian youth.

The subjectivation process within the
Mahsa Movement is many-sided and
among researchers, Nayereh Tohidi!5
sees as its main feature an attempt at
achieving a dignified normal life against
the Islamic Regime; for Asef Bayat it
expresses itself in a movement to give
meaning to a free and dignified
existence, in direct opposition to the
Islamic State!¢, against which the new
generations bear a feeling of «internal

13 See for the wide variety of interpretations of the Mahsa Movement: Saced Paivandi, “Unaccomplished
Protest Movements in Iran and the Challenge of Building a Collective Imaginary of Political Change,”
Freedon of Thought Journal, no 13 (Summer 2023): 1-17.(Persian).

14 See Jeff Goodwin and James M. Jasper, eds., Rezhinking Social Movements (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and
Littlefield, 2004), Alberto Melucci, Nowmads of the Present: Social Movements and Individual Needs in Contemporary

Society. (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989).

15, See Nayereh Tohidi, “Iran in a Transformative Process by Woman, Life, Freedom,” Freedom: of Thought

Journal, no 13 (Summer 2023): 29-57.

16 See Asef Bayat, Is Iran on the Verge of Another Revolution?,” Freedon of Thought Journal, no 13 (Summer

2023): 47-57. (Persian).
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colonization » ; for Kamran Talattof!7,
the sexual dimensions, the profound
changes in Iranian popular culture is
highlighted by a “paradigm shift” in the
Iranian society, directed against the
Islamic Regime.

The demand for « Joie de vivre » is
most visible among women, as they are
the ones most affected by repression,
according to the traditional view of them
as the vectors of temptation and
promoters of vices. The Islamic regime,
in its quest for symbolic legitimacy, has
used these religious and social
prejudices, reinforcing them through its
repressive forces such as the vice squads.
The more the regime fails in the real
world, with its economy adrift and
society on the brink of impoverishment,
the more it falls back on the symbolic
realm, trying to polarize men against
women, notably by reinforcing their
machismo, which it exploits to redeem
its legitimacy. Failing to achieve
economic prosperity and political
freedom, Islamic theocracy champions
the preservation of patriarchy against
women, who become its sacrificial
victims.

Through the Mahsa Movement, men
and women alike refused to play the
petverse game of "Islamic honor"
brandished by the regime, which
consisted in making patriarchy the
principle of political legitimacy for the
Islamic Regime. They considered it
profoundly illegitimate due to its
multiple  failures, whether in the
economic sphere (the impoverishment
of the majority), the political sphere (a

dictatorship that has turned into a
totalitarianism), the cultural sphere (a
martyrdom ideology that stands in stark
contrast to young people's desire for a
joyful life) or the international sphere
(the Islamic regime's antagonism to the
Western world is rejected by the vast
majority).

The Iran of the 2020s is a secularized
country for the vast majority of its youth.
First and foremost, parents and
offspring alike aspire to a pluralist,
secular society where freedom of dress
goes hand in hand with political
freedom, in a peaceful relationship with
the outside world, particularly the West.

The “Joie de vivre” shows a concern
for self and other, centered on this world
(not the Hereafter) and everyday life (not
the distant life transformed into a
paradisiacal existence by hope in the
Islamic utopia, as it was lived at the dawn
of the 1979 revolution). Its ideology is
everyday hedonism, not martyrdom, the
ideology of the 1979 revolution.

The joie de vivre had a transgressive
dimension that expressed itself in festive
opposition to the Theocratic Regime.
Mixed dancing by men and women and
the ostentatious rejection of the wveil
were its salient aspects. Joie de vivre
inter alia means excluding religion from
social relations and questioning the rules
of Islamic "modesty" in everyday life.
But the fundamental anthropological
dimension of this joie de vivre was not
reduced to political opposition to the
Islamic Republic, but manifested the
profound  transformation of the
meaning  of  existence  through

17 See for the analysis of this slogan, Kamran Talattof, The “Women, Life, Freedom” Movement in Iran:
The Anatomy of a Slogan,” Freedom of Thought Journal, no 13 (Summer 2023): 59-74.
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secularization, a process also highlighted
by many social scientists, as mentioned
above.

The Mahsa Movement was driven by
the desire to overthrow the theocratic
regime and establish a democratic one.
But its essential significance lies in a
profound anthropological shift, namely
the end of what we might call traditional
Shi'ism, with its "dolorism" and tragic
vision of existence, which the Islamic
regime tried to exploit to legitimize itself
through the cult of martyrdom (that of
Hossein, the third Shi'ite imam, then that
of the martyrs of the long war between
Iran and Iraq (1980-1988)).

The Mahsa Movement has focused
on women because they are the Achilles'
heel of traditional Islam, which restricts
them in two ways: as the principle of
fertility and reproduction they must be
desexualized in the public sphere to
protect them from the lust of men other
than their close male family members
(hence the need for the veil), and they
must be segregated in order to avoid
tempting men’s sexual desires. Because
of this double deficiency, the woman is
the inferior half of the man, and her legal
status reflects her status,
institutionalized by the powers that be
(the woman's inheritance is half that of
the man, the husband has numerous
privileges in the event of divorce, he can
have up to four wives, he can decide on
his wife’s freedom to travel...).

The Mahsa Movement challenged
the status of women, who freed
themselves from the compulsory veil
and segregation, and asserted themselves
as the equal of men not only in terms of
abstract dignity, but in social practice, in
daily life. They took part in street parties

where men and women mingled and
where they were recognized as joyful
citizens, free to be close to each other. A
minority of veiled women also took an
active part in this movement, stressing
that the veil should be a woman's free
choice. The protest was about its
compulsory wearing, not its rejection per
se.

New generations of men and women
reject the roles assigned to them by
patriarchal Islam, and embark on the
struggle  for  democratic, secular
citizenship. In challenging patriarchal,
theocratic Islam, they have no sense of
guilt; on the contrary, they have the best
conscience in the world. This is the
troubling novelty of this movement,
which is breaking new ground in culture
and politics. In the 1960s-80s,
modernization in Iranian society (and
more generally in many Muslim
societies) was accompanied by a feeling
of guilt: by modernizing, they would lose
their Islamic roots and become shadows
without identity in the midst of a
Western world, imperialist by nature,
which would reduce them to a status of
insurmountable inferiority.
Modernization was accompanied by
shame and a deep sense of malaise. This
is what the Iranian intellectual Djalal ale-
Ahmad called "occidentalopathy" or
"the Western disease", ie. cultural
uprooting without Western modernity
being able to give meaning to the lives of
Iranians. The same intellectual, along
with other Iranian Marxists, rallied
behind Ayatollah Khomeini, in whom
they saw the man capable of reconciling
them with their Islamic past while
waving the flag of revolution against the
pro-Western regime of the Shah.
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With the Mahsa Movement, guilt has
totally disappeared, and nothing remains
of the uneasiness felt by people in the
1970s, for whom modernization was
disembodied, involving the denial of
their origins and the rejection of their
roots in an Islamic and Iranian culture,
Shi'ism. Today, the desite to assume
one's identity as a modern individual is
devoid of the slightest sense of
embarrassment and shame. It's true that
the experience of more than four
decades of the Islamic Republic has
shown the constraining and repressive
nature of the theocratic regime's homo
islamicus. In a break with the
revolutionary mentality of the 1970s and
80s, Iran's new youth are now seeking a
secular modernity in which the major
decisions concerning their bodies, their
freedom to associate with the opposite
sex and to exercise their political
freedom seem to be a prerogative of
their own free will, and not of a state
authority usurping the status of the
Sacred to coerce them into renouncing
their freedom. In the Mahsa Movement,
existential freedom (the freedom to
dress, to wear or not to wear the veil for
women, to dispose of one's body as one
pleases for all citizens) joins political
freedom (the freedom to be recognized
as a full-fledged citizen).

In summary, what distinguishes the
Mahsa Movement from others, and in
particular the 2006 cultural movement
Campaign for One Million Signatures,
and the 2009 Green Movement is its
relationship to the body on the one

hand, and its setting in a culture of joie
de vivre that is different from that of the
older generation and, in particular, from
the culture of the mainstream Iranian
feminists at the time of the Campaign
for one Million Signatures of 2006, as
one of its most eminent members
acknowledged later on's.

The second phase of the Mahsa
Movement and its  feminist
prominence

Following the repression of the Mahsa
Movement in its collective mobilization
phase by government forces from
September 2022 to April 2023, an
essential dimension of the protest,
namely street demonstrations, gradually
disappeared in most Iranian provinces.
What remains is many young women
refusing to wear the mandatory veil.
They have refused to put it back on in
the street. The collective protest
movement has been transformed into
individual rejecting of the compulsory
veil by young women. Demonstrations
aimed at overthrowing the Islamic State
have given way to the young women not
yielding to the intimidation of the
Islamic State to force them into wearing
1t.

A major consequence of the Mahsa
Movement has been the loss of the fear
complex on the part of many young
women, who are leading the fight against
the Islamic regime in the absence of a
collective  demonstration, on an
individual level.

18 Noushin Ahmadi Khorassani, “Why the movement of the «Gitls of enqelab Avenue has not extended to
the entire society (Chera harekate dokhtarane khiabane enqelab gostares nayaft),” Zamaneh, December 18,
2018) https:/ /www.radiozamaneh.com/425026?fbclid=IwAR3_un4-R1g-
pXP229xpFsBToOWLmrpKc73XIbq0yEbc6rAXPPxWwVAzXFE
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While the Mahsa Movement failed in
its political dimension (it was unable to
overthrow the Islamic regime), its scale
and duration in the face of brutal
repression revealed the illegitimacy of
Islamic theocracy. It has opened the way
for the new protest movements in the
future.

The Mahsa Movement and the
Islamic Regime's failure to Islamize
women and men

The Mahsa movement highlights the
failure of the Islamic government to
indoctrinate and Islamize women after
more than four decades of authoritarian
rule. New generations were born in Iran
under the current regime, having
followed the school curriculum and
watched the Iranian TV (for those who
could afford it, alongside that of the
outside world, illegally accessible
through satellite dishes). So how could
this feminist revolt, whose values are the
antithesis of the theocratic regime’s
principles, occur?

The answer can be sought in four
interrelated directions:

- the regime's failure to ensure the
economic development of Iranian
society. Cleatly, there is economic
regression  in  Iran, with  an
impoverishment of the middle and lower
classes that is difficult to deny, even
though it is difficult to prove clearly
because of the absence of adequate
statistics and the fact that, at least since
Ahmadinejad's presidency, some of
those data are no longer publicly
available. But many facts reveal the

extent not only of the regression but also
of the widening gap between a small
minority that constitutes the elite and the
mafia linked to power and the rest of
society. To quote only one, according to
Hanke’s Annual Misery Index of 2022,
Iran is among the 20 most “miserable”
countries in the world (19%)19. Before
the 1979 Revolution it was one of the
most prosperous countries in the Middle
Hast.

-The Iranian diaspora and its active
presence, both culturally and socially, in
Iran. The Iranian diaspora is in touch
with the Iranian society, and unlike the
White Russians who broke ties with
Russia after the 1917 revolution, the
Iranian diaspora has maintained its links
with Iranian society, and the whole of
Iranian society is aware of its relative
prosperity and the fact that other
countries where it is present are generally
getting richer, and that the problems of
impoverishment in Iran are largely due
to the Islamic Regime. The Chinese
regime denies its citizens political
freedom, but so far it has ensured their
relative prosperity, and China has
become the wotld's second economic
power. This gives the Chinese a sense of
pride in knowing that they now count in
the world, and that their current
prosperity is largely due to the political
regime that holds autocratic power in
China. In Iran, the combination of
political ~repression and economic
regression has discredited the regime
and its Islamist ideology.

- The existence of a relatively well-
educated youth, a student body of some

19 Steve H. Hanke, “Hanke’s 2022 Misery Index,” NR/ Capital Matters, May 18, 2023.
https:/ /www.nationalreview.com/2023/05/hankes-2022-misery-index/
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4 million people, making Iran one of the
best-educated countries in the Middle
East. It is aware of what is happening in
the rest of the world and in countries
such as Turkey, where the standard of
living now far exceeds that of Iran,
whereas under the Shah, the opposite
was true.

-The Internet and the possibility of
finding out about the state of the world
and the catastrophic nature of the
Iranian economy as a result of the
Islamic regime's international policy,
which discredits it due to its successive
failures, not only economic, but also
ecological, which everyone feels in their
daily lives.

Women present a particularity that is
partly linked to their situation before the
Islamic Republic. The Pahlavi regime
made secularization and the unveiling of
women a fundamental principle
throughout its reign. The Islamic regime
made the re-Islamization of society and
the enforcement of the veil and other
restrictions on women as one of the
pillars of its ideology, alongside its anti-
Westernism and its desire to deny Israel
its existence.

Everything was done by the Islamic
Regime to ensure that women, especially
in the new generations, espoused the
Islamic vision advocated by the Velayat
Faqgih. The school propagated the vision
of a society based on the principles of
traditional Islam, in which women's role
is mainly confined to their home and
their vocation is to bring up children
according to the Islamic tenets. Islamic
modesty, non-mixing between men and

women and the veil have been imposed
on women in the name of Islam and
taught in school textbooks?.

However, after the 1979 revolution,
young women and girls gained massive
access to school education and higher
education in proportions that have made
them the equal of men in terms of access
to knowledge in the 21st century. They
are on an equal footing with men in
universities. They thus have the same
intellectual level as men, with a
difference in access to work that is far
inferior and perceived as profoundly
unfair by them: less than 15% of the job
market is accessible to them with skills
equal to those of men, if we take
education as the main parameter.

Then there are the women's
organizations and their inability to act. In
this respect, they suffer from the same
deficiencies as their male counterparts,
namely repression by the regime, which
favors violence over all other forms of
relationship with civil society. If social
movements in Iran are decapitated and
leaderless and unorganized, it is because
of the regime's relentless repression, and
women have had as little opportunity to
organize them as men.

The breakdown of the patriarchal
pact between the Islamic Republic
and men

In addition to repression, the Islamic
regime has exploited patriarchal
prejudices in society, giving men various
privileges over women (the right to
divorce, child custody, the obligation for
women to obtain their husband's

20 Saced Paivandi, “Gender Representations in Iranian School Textbooks,” in Women, Islam and Education in
Iran, eds. Goli M. Rezai-Rashti, Golnar Mehran, and Shirin Abdmolaei (Routledge, 2019).
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consent to travel, denial of access to
state positions such as judge or President
of the Republic...). We can speak of an
"implicit patriarchal contract" between
the regime and groups of men, notably
the clergy, the traditional strata in the
Bazar, and the Fundamentalists that
were afraid of the shah’s modernization.
The Islamic patriarchal pact which gave
them large privileges over women in
return for their acceptance of the
Theocracy’s hegemony over the society.
The regime gave men the benefit of
women's legal inferiority and, in
exchange, they had to renounce their
right to free citizenship?!. This implicit
contract was denounced by the new
generations first in the 2009 Green
Movement, when men and women
shouted in unison: "Where's my vote?”.
From this moment onwards, the alliance
between men and the Islamic regime was
put into question, and a new space for
agency and empowerment was opened
for women, backed by the young men.
In fact, the new generations no longer
accept the patriarchal game: on the one
hand, because there is no longer
anything at stake economically (no
present or future prosperity in exchange
for a compromise), and on the other,
because they know that without
women’s assistance, the Islamic Regime
cannot be efficiently fought. This is one
of the reasons why young men and

women have joined forces in the Mahsa
movement. But women have also
understood that their inferiority is a
fundamental pillar for the legitimacy of
the Islamic regime, following the failure
of reformists to challenge the theocratic
regime, and that it is not possible to push
it towards democracy that would open
up new prospects for women’s equality
with men. This is one of the reasons why
young women refuse to wear the veil.
They know that there can be no
compromise with a political regime that
makes of their servitude (the veil as a
symbol of women’s subjection to
patriarchal ~ Islam) one of the
foundations of its legitimacy.

We must bear in mind that the
Islamic regime has failed economically
(impoverishment of the vast majority of
the population), politically (Iran is one of
the most isolated countries in the world)
and culturally (protest movements reveal
its unpopularity in society), and that only
two principles remain which, in the eyes
of its most hardened elites, give it
Islamic legitimacy. The first is women's
veiling, the second its anti-Westernism
and its denial of Israel's existence. The
regime, in its hardline faction embodied
by the Supreme Leader, cannot
renounce the hijab without losing a large
part of its legitimacy, defined by
Ayatollah Khomeini as based on
women's veiling after the Pahlavi period

21 We use the term "Islamic patriatrchal pact” to distinguish our comments from those of Deniz Kandioty
who coined the “Patriarchal bargain”2!, particulatly in reference to traditional societies undergoing
modernization, notably those in sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East (Deniz Kandioty, “Bargaining with
Patriarchy,”Gender and Society 2, no. 3 (September 1988): 274-290). Her view is about women's strategies in
the face of patriarchal attitudes rooted in culture: they suffer domination but also develop forms of
resistance in the face of oppression. Her thesis is rooted in a global socio-cultural framework in which the
state is, at best, an adjunct to the cultural norms that dominate and oppress women. In Iran, on the contrary,
under the Islamic Regime, the patriarchal pact was drawn between the theocratic state and large groups of

men after the overthrow of the Pahlavi Regime.
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when women were unveiled. Had it been
successful economically, politically, or
culturally, the Islamic Republic might
have been more flexible on the issue of
veiling. But all  that remains
internationally is its opposition to the
West, its refusal to recognize Israel and,
domestically, its patriarchy based on the
inferiority of women, to whom it
imposes the forced veil.

If women failed to create a
widespread feminist social protest in
Iran before Mahsa Movement, this is
also true in a very large part of the
Muslim  world, where traditional,
fundamentalist Islam brandishes its
legitimacy against secularizing
modernity, in  complicity  with
authoritarian states. For several decades,
the conflict between the Islamic past and
the secularizing present created a sense
of guilt among women (but also men),
who felt at fault for wanting to overturn
Islamic values in the name of an
individualist modernity (hence the
notion of "the Western disease"coined
by an intellectual, Ahmad Fardid, who
invented the expression
“Westtoxication” (qarb zadegi), which
gained currency by Djalal Ale-Ahmad’s
eponym book in the 1960s). Fear of
modernity and a sharpened Islamic
superego acted in the Muslim world, in
complicity with authoritarian states, to
preserve patriarchy (in the Arab world
the notion “Mustaqrab” (westernized in
a derogatory sense) was used by some
intellectuals). Feeling of guilt and shame
(I'm destroying Islam in complicity with
the imperialist West) that women and
men shared in their fear of modernity

during the Pahlavi Regime has
disappeared among the new generations
in Iran since the 2009 Green Movement,
while they unabashedly asserted their
desire for democratic modernity by
demanding a secular political system,
with no pangs of conscience, illustrated
by the slogan “Where is my voter”.
Young women  have  embraced
modernity without qualms (unlike in the
days of the Shah, when many of them in
the rural areas and in small towns felt
they had to abandon their Islamic culture
and family tradition in exchange for
secular modernity). Young men and
women, but especially women, explicitly
embody modernity by challenging
patriarchal Islam, without a sense of
culpability towards it. In one word, they
have discarded the Islamic superego and
freed themselves from a feeling of
sinfulness, after many decades of
traumatizing experience with theocratic
Islam. Following more than four
decades of Theocratic government, they
no longer have any regard for an Islam
that would dictate their social conduct
and deny them their bodily and political
freedom. This is certainly due to the path
of secularization the new generations
have taken against the propaganda
machine of the Islamic State, in a
tortuous course against the Islamic
Republic that led to the Mahsa
movement. Secularization?? is hitherto
unambiguously endorsed by the new
generations who reject the Islamic
theocracy and its mythical golden past.

What's more, new generations of
men and women are in unison in
denouncing the theocratic state, and the

22 Mansoor Moaddel, “Secular Shift Among Iranians: Findings from Cross-national & Longitudinal

Surveys,” Freedom of Thought Jonrnal, no 12 (Fall 2022): 1-28.
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old implicit alliance of men and state
against women on behalf of patriarchy
has been replaced by an alliance of men
and women against the patriarchal state,
according to a new affectivity that
incorporates the achievements of
secularization: the separation of religion
and politics in the public sphere and the
urge to live joyfully, in rupture with
Shi’ite remorseful culture of mourning
transformed into a rigid worldview by
the Islamic Theocracy.

Still, young women are far more
concerned than men in regard to gender
injustice, even if both feel deprived of a
decent future under the clerical regime,
and this unites them in the fight against
it: women are excluded from the job
market (only around 15% of them are
employed, whereas they are on a par
with men in terms of university degrees),
and they feel that the more the regime
loses its ability to ensure a decent future
for society, the more it cracks down on
them as scapegoats for its many failures.
At the same time, they are well aware
that even the new generation of men
who agree with them in their rebuke of
the Islamic regime are in many respects
prejudiced against them in private and
public life. They share men's misfortune,
but at the same time, they have demands
that are different from those of men, and
which they cannot raise now without
weakening the protest movement
against the ruling power. This is why the
feminist Mahsa movement does not fully
express women's feminist demands,
which are directed not only against he

clerical state, but also against Iranian
civil society with its prejudices, where
men maintain a mindset that denies
them equal rights. As long as the Shiite
theocracy remains in place, women are
putting their specific demands on hold
to strengthen the movement for
democracy and against theocracy.

The Mahsa movement sealed the
new provisional and tentative alliance
between young men and women
through the rituals of dancing, singing
and ostentatious de-veiling.

The centrality of the veil in the new
generation of women

Since 2017, a new social phenomenon
has emerged in Iran, one that has
affected women much more than men:
their feeling that the regime was there to
deny them access to the elementary
freedom of the body, and that this was
directly linked to the denial of political
freedom. Until then, Iranian feminists
had dissociated the wveil issue (and
therefore the body) from the
fundamental right to gender equality.
One of their major figures, Noushin
Ahmadi Khorassani. Khorassani offered
a  narcissistic "selfie culture"
interpretation of this new subjectivity in
an otherwise brilliant article?’. In so
doing, she failed to grasp the "joie de
vivre" aspect of this new culture, its
secular tendency, its frontal rejection
(and not implicit and timid as in
Khorassani's generation) of patriarchal,
theocratic Islam, and above all, the

2 Noushin Ahmadi Khorassani, “Why the movement of the «Gitls of enqelab Avenue has not extended to
the entire society (Chera harekate dokhtarane khiabane enqelab gostares nayaft),” Zamaneh, December 18,
2018) https://www.radiozamaneh.com/425026?fbclid=IwAR3_un4-R1g-
pXP229xpFsBToOWLmrpKc73XIbq0yEbc6rAXPPxWwVAzXFE



32| Khosrokhavar

agency and “‘subjectivation” of the new
female generations.

Up to 2009, the vast majority of
Iranian Feminists fought for legal
equality, and the freedom of the body
was seen as secondary to their demands.
It was with the new generation of
women that the body, the veil and
demands for freedom of dress became
central to their social action. In their
view, the Islamic State, by denying them
freedom to unveil themselves, denies
them access to freedom in general, and
political freedom in particular. The
mandatory veil is the antechamber to the
regime's denial of women's citizenship.
This acute sense of denial of both
physical and political freedom, young
women have conjointly developed and
“subjectified”, and does not exist to the
same degree among men. It is a new
anthropological development in Iran,
and from their perspective, the
compulsory veil is an unbearable stigma
that denies them their sheer humanity.
According to them, they must decide for
themselves on what to wear because
their body is theirs and belongs to no
one else, the least to the Islamic
Theocracy. This goes hand in hand with
the decline of the patriarchal family in
much of Iran's urtban strata. After the
1979 revolution, the patriarchal family
structure which imprisoned women in
their role of mother was a supported
women's submission to the Islamic
State, which imposed the veil and denied
them the freedom to be full citizens.
With the advent of the nuclear family in
the 1990s (the birth rate no longer

ensures the population's reproduction4)
and a  new  experience  of
father/mother/child relationships in
Iran, women, in agreement with men,
put an end to the large family. The latter
was gradually replaced by the nuclear
family, due to the choice of the vast
majority of Iranian women who decided
to have less than two children 25 .
Women's appropriation of their bodies
in terms of reproduction and natality
now extends to clothing and other forms
of bodily expression: dancing, singing,
artistic expression, where women are
now extremely active, whether in
literature, the fine arts, cinema... From
the demographic freedom acquired at
family level, women have taken
possession of their bodily freedom and
extended it to political freedom, where
they have been joined by young men.

If there was no widespread feminist
movement in the strict sense of the term
in Iran before the Mahsa Movement
(and in much of the Muslim world), this
is due to the fact that women, while
active in organizations and NGOs, were
constantly repressed by authoritarian
governments with the complicity of men
who were afraid of female emancipation
and gave in to manipulation by the
autocratic regimes that made patriarchy
one of the major pillars of their
legitimacy. In today’s Iran, , thanks to
their modernization, the fiasco of
fundamentalist policies of the Islamic
Republic and, above all, the failure of the
Islamic patriarchal state to promote a
better life in society, men of the new
generations have become aware that

24 For the aggregate statistical data see Farhad Khosrokhavar, “The 2022-23 Social Protests and the
Delegitimization of the Islamic Republic,” Freedom of Thought Journal, no 13 (Summer 2023): 1-27.
25 Marie Ladier-Fouladi, The Islamic Republic of Iran Seen from Within (2022 (2020 French version)).
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their liberation can only be achieved if it
extends to women who are no different
from them, but are similar to them, due
to their education, but also the fact that
secularization has made them more and
more alike, and more and more partners
in the life of the couple, and in particular,
partners in sharing the same adversity (in
cultural terms, the “joie de vivre” against
the government culture of doom and
gloom, in economic terms, the
downward spiral into social
impoverishment) in a society where the
repressive state is at war not only with
them, but also with the modern world
embodied to a large extent, like it or not,
by the West. Secularization has also
diminished the appeal of the sacred and
emphasized life here below, in this
wortld. In their daily life religion is not
only marginal in their social relations,
but also in their following Shari’a
(mosques are mostly empty and daily
prayers performed by a tiny minority),
contradicting the credo of the Velayat
Faqih. In the 1990s religious reformist
thinkers emphasized the separation of
religion and politics and rejected the
theocratic ~ Islam  of  Ayatollah
Khomeyni?. The new generations reject
political Islam’s solutions to social,
political and, more generally, public
problems, based on a counter-modern
ideology, an enemy not only of the West
but also of merriment, celebration and
the joys of life. Secularization in its
Iranian version marked by the political
and economic failure of the Islamic
Theocracy has opened up the door for
dialogue between men and women,

bypassing patriarchy. The first massive
feminist movement in the strongest
sense of the term has been made
possible because the discrediting of the
Islamic Regime was concomitant with
the daring secularization of the new
generations.

But therein also lies the ambiguity of
this movement: feminist, it is in alliance
with men against the anti-feminist
Islamic regime. But it refuses, for
reasons of instinctive realism among
young women, to raise the thorny issue
of male domination in everyday life, in
family relations, in short, in life itself.

From the perspective of social
movements, the right question is not:
why hasn't Iran seen a major feminist
movement until now, despite over a
century of feminist consciousness in
some groups of women? The real
question is: how has the Mahsa
movement been able to develop despite
massive government repression and its
connivance with men in the name of
patriarchy?

The answer is manifold: on the one
hand, the delegitimization of a regime
that ensured the general
impoverishment of large swathes of
society, including women, and the
destruction of society's ecological living
environment; on the other, the
secularization that challenged patriarchy
and rendered obsolete, in the new
generations, the Islamic Regime's
alliance with men against women,
symbolized since 2009 by the Green
Movement. In the new generations,

26 See for a summary the articles gathered by Ramin Jahanbegloo (editor), Mapping the Role of Intellectuals in
Iranian Modern and Contemporary History (Taylor and Francis, 2020), and in particular, Farhad Khosrokhavar
and Mohsen Mottaghi, The Neo-Mutazilitesin Contemporary Iran, Two Generations o Muslim Intellectuals.
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patriarchy, an accomplice of the
theocratic regime, has lost its legitimacy,
and young men mentally feel that they
are close to women and against the
repressive power that cracks down on
them and women. The fight against the
theocratic regime can now only be
waged effectively through cooperation
between men and women in the name of
democratic ideals where gender equality
a fact implicitly assumed, without being
explicitly addressed.

Strategically, the questioning of the
implicit contract between the Islamic
State and men regarding the repression
of women through patriarchy had a
double, intertwined cause:

-on the one hand, men, especially
young men, realized that they had no
future credible prospects with the
Islamic State, and that the latter's
corruption, fundamentalism and anti-
Westernism denied them any chance of
social and economic promotion; this was
even more the case for women;

-on the other hand, the mental
landscape of men and women had
changed, with women rejecting their
submission to the patriarchal order, as
we have seen, first at family level (they
rejected the large family and embraced
the nuclear family), then at the level of
the man/woman relationship where a
new complicity and much greater
affective closeness has developed
between them, notably by sharing the
same mental and cultural universe
(women are on an equal footing with
men at university level).

This dual trend has called into
question the patriarchal pact between
the Islamic State and men against

women, as we have seen, explicitly from
2009 onwards, with the Green
Movement symbolizing this
rapprochement between men and
women in demonstrations against the
theocratic state.

n unanswered question that was
unlikely to be answered within the
Mahsa movement was male domination
in cultural relations, beyond the Islamic
State. After all, the Islamic State is not
the one and only cause of patriarchy,
even if it is one of its major causes. Yet
this question could not be raised within
this movement without calling into
question the unanimous solidarity of
young women and men against the
theocratic state. This is why, in Iran's
first widespread feminist movement, the
question of male domination in Iranian
culture could not be explicitly raised.

Conclusion

If we adopt the restrictive definition of a
social movement as I have done in this
article, the Mahsa Movement is the first
feminist social movement in Iran. This
doesn't mean that other movements
didn't have a feminist dimension, or that
individual women didn't have a feminist
message. This one goes back a long way,
and as early as 1924, nine years before
Reza Shah's compulsory ban on the vell,
we find this song sung by Qamar Vaziri
with her beautiful voice in the salon of
Tehran's Grand Hotel:

"Danghters of Cyrus, until when in sorrow

Under the repression of men, until when
prisoners

The danghters of Sasan, until when to be
silent
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O! you, women of Iran

No one is aware, no one thinks right or
wrong

O! you, political elites of Iran, aren’t women
human beings?"

The question is not to deny the
feminist dimension amongst certain
Iranian women. Very eatly on, Qorrat
ol-Eyn in the first half of the 19th
century, Foruq Farrokh-zad in the
1960s, and above all the new generations
of feminist intellectuals who not only
have given meaning to female
emancipation, but also have taught a
new lesson in democracy to Iranian
society have shown their commitment to
the cause of women. The question is to
see why this first large and massive
feminist movement, which surprised
many, was launched in Iran, how to
explain its singularity and understand it
in its anthropological and political
dimensions, in order to trenew the
problematic ~ of  democracy  and
feminism.

The question as to why the feminist
movement came late to Iran, more than
a century after the first Iranian feminists
appeared, finds its anthropological
answer as follows (other answers are
obviously possible, and will complement
this one):

This is the first time that the
patriarchal pact between state and
society has been explicitly broken by
new generations of women and men.
Young men are no longer complicit with
the state in preserving patriarchy, and
their dissociation from the Islamic
Republic accentuates its crisis of
legitimacy in society and gives women
the opportunity to be the initiators of a

movement which, starting from a
concern for the body through the
rejection of the veil, explicitly denies
rightfulness to the Islamic regime.

In the last two decades, through
three movements women put into
question the anthropological
foundations of the Islamic Regime based
on patriarchy. In the Campaign for One
Million Signatures a minority of them
demanded legal equality within the
Islamic  Regime, in the Green
Movement, they questioned the regime
about citizenship in accord with men,
and in the Mahsa Movement, they
rejected the inferior status of women,
denouncing the Islamic Regime as
illegitimate, in agreement with the young
men.

In the Mahsa Movement, women put
into question the legitimacy of the
Theocratic Regime in the name of their
freedom, bodily, and political by
extension. In it, patriarchy is rejected
head-on by them and young men as well.
Women know they have the support of
young men in their challenge to the
Islamic regime over the veil and their
bodily freedom, which is the Achilles
heel of the Islamic Regime.

This movement belongs to the
younger generations, and this is its major
cultural ~characteristic and tragedy.
There's a generation gap, not that the
older generation didn't support the
movement, but unlike the younger ones,
they didn't dare take to the streets and
mobilize in demonstrations.

The old generation refused to follow
the Youth, for reasons related to fear of
ruthless repression, but also lack of
confidence in the future and the
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suspicion that a political regime, worse
than the Islamic Republic might succeed
it, exactly through the same scenario that
saw the Shah's regime succeeded by the
Islamic Republic, far darker and crueler
than the imperial regime. The fearful
attitude of the Elderly caused the
political failure of the Mahsa movement.
But its success lies elsewhere, in the
constitution of women as social actors,
capable of acting on an equal footing
with men by exposing themselves to
death and assuming a democratic
attitude towards life.

The Mahsa Movement is a feminist
movement based on the alliance
between Iranian male and female youth
against a predatory state. But the real
issues of women's equality remain
unaddressed. As we have already
pointed out, the alliance of young men
and women in their confrontation with
the Islamic regime was due in part to the
fact that both felt they had no future
under this regime. What's more, they had
acquired a new culture of affective
intimacy through secularization of
family relations and social ties that was
at odds with the culture of segregation
and female inferiority advocated by the
Islamic ~ Republic. But women’s
problems of equality with men were not
resolved in this alliance with men, which
was partly conjunctural (opposition to
the government), partly structural
(anthropological change within the
Iranian culture). Only under a more
open and secular political system will the
question of women's freedom be posed
in explicit terms. As long as the common
struggle against the theocratic state
continues, alliance is the watchword, and
dissensions between men and women in
everyday life are muted.

Still, the question of social and
economic equality has not yet been
resolved, and women know fully well
that the Islamic state that is not the only
cause at the root of inequalities, but also
the historical culture of Iranian society,
which feminist women will be able to
challenge once theocracy gives way to a
democratic regime.

The main achievement of the Mahsa
Movement is that women can be not
only important players in social
movements, but its main players, its
promoters, its avant-garde.

Without them, the theocratic regime
will not be overthrown in the future.
With them, new forms of mixed social
action between men and women will
have to be invented to overcome a
counter-modern, anti-modern regime,
against the joy of living.
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Book Review: The Prison Letters by Nasrin Sotoudeh

Nayereh Tohidi"

Prison Letters is a collection of 201 letters
written mostly in secret by Nasrin
Sotoudeh to her family and friends, to
state officials or prison authorities, to
international organizations, and to the
people of Iran during two periods of her
imprisonment in Evin prison. This
fascinating collection was published in
the original Persian as part of the .Aasoo
Books series by Taslimi Foundation
Publications and is easily accessible to
the public onlin ! Amnesty International
has provided a very small sample? of
these letters translated into English that
must be read to better appreciate what
this unique book offers for human rights
advocates internationally.

These  mostly  personal,  yet
sociopolitical letters, provide us with
insightful, inspiring, and poignant
accounts of the traumas and hardships
she endured, but also the amazing
resiliency of Iran’s best-known and most
admired human rights defense lawyer
and women’s rights activist, who has
been referred to by some as Iran’s
Mandela. While Nelson Mandela’s fight
as a lawyer focused on racial apartheid in
South Africa, Nasrin Sotoudeh’s fight
has been against gender apartheid and
several other forms of discrimination
and oppression under the totalitarian
system of an Islamist state in Iran called

the “Islamic Republic”. As indicated in
her letters, Sotoudeh became fascinated
by Nelson Mandela’s personality,
philosophy, and the style of liberation
movement  he  inspired  against
colonialism and racism. It was probably
Nelson Mandela’s Prison Letters that
inspired Nasrin Sotoudeh to collect her
own prison letters when she had a
chance to do so during the months she
was allowed to stay in her home on a
medical furlough in 2022. Nasrin’s
emphasis on “patient activism” and non-
violent resistance is an especially
important dimension of the messages in
this book. In one letter to her husband
Nasrin writes,

“I am so impressed with Nelson
Mandela’s ideas. He makes clear to us
why avoiding violence and using
non-violent resistance is necessary
and more effective. He brilliantly
explains how non-violent strategy
does not mean cowardice, pacifism,
and inaction; on the contrary, it
requires unrelenting determination
and courageous civil disobedience’

Sotoudeh’s Prison Letters helps us
learn about much more than just this
incredibly determined and brave lawyer.
By reading these short letters we gain
insights about the nature of gender
apartheid, the state of the judicial

I Nayereh Tohidi is Professor Emerita and Founding Director of the Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies
(2011-2021) at California State University and Research Associate in the Program of Iranian Studies at
UCLA, coordinating its Bilingual Lecture Series on Iran since 2003. She is also a faculty member of Iran
Academia. Her latest publications include: “Iran in a Transformative Process by “Women, Life, Freedom;’,”

Freedon of Thought Journal, no. 13 (Summer 2023): 29-57.
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system, the conditions in prisons,
specifically for political prisoners, under
the Islamist state in Iran. It helps us
better understand the traumas inflicted
by the state not only on the prisoners,
but also their families, especially
innocent young children. We learn not
only about the victimization, suffering
and pain of many of the most intelligent,
courageous Iranian activists dedicated to
human/women’s rights and democracy,
but also about their resistance, existential
agency, dreams, creativity, wistful
optimism, and resilience, even within the
prisons and behind bars.

We learn how, despite all the odds,
Nasrin, like several other prisoners of
conscience, has kept the art of living,
loving, hope, and joy alive, rather than
submitting to despair. Nastin shows she
has resolved that she will not break or
waver; she will insist that her dignity and
that of her family members and her
fellow prisoners should be respected.

In her introduction to the collection
of her Prison Letters, Nasrin explains why
she was arrested:

In a country where you may get
arrested for not wearing the hijab or
not wearing it properly (for
appearing in “bad-hijab”), or for
drinking some wine, or for taking
part in a non-segregated (gender-
mixed) private party, or for being a
member of the Baha'i faith, or for
changing your faith from Shia Islam
to another sect of Islam or
converting to another religion, or for
being non-religious, or for being
queer or homosexual, or for being
different in any way, I got arrested
twice for being a lawyer, that is, for

practicing my profession, and
specifically for doing my duty as a
defense lawyer 4

Nasrin Sotoudeh’s “crimes” include
speaking openly about failures in the
administration of justice in Iran. She has
represented clients ranging from juvenile
offenders facing the death penalty to
Nobel Peace Laureate Shirin Ebadi.

The first time Nasrin got arrested
was in September 2010, during the pro-
democracy Green Movement sparked by
the nation-wide protests against the
fraudulent presidential elections in 2009
that safeguarded a second term for
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Nasrin was
arrested after she agreed to legally
represent a few detained protestors. She
started a month-long hunger strike in
October over her arbitrary arrest and
conditions of detention and remained in
solitary confinement in Evin Prison in
Tehran with only occasional contact
with family members and one call to her
lawyer. In November 2010 she was
finally allowed a visit from her two
children and sister in prison. As reported
by Amnesty International and other
human rights organizations, Nasrin’s
husband, Reza Khandan, had been
prevented from seeing her, apparently at
least partly in reprisal for his public
campaigning on her case.

Her children are said to have found
her in poor condition and having lost
10kg in weight. At her trial Nasrin faced
charges of acting against national
security, gathering, and colluding to
disturb national security, and co-
operation with a human rights body, the
Centre for Human Rights Defenders
(CHRD), which was co-founded by
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Shirin Ebadi. Nasrin was initially
sentenced to 11 years of imprisonment
which was later reduced to six years by
the court of appeal; however, she was
released after enduring three years in jail.
But this release came after Nasrin and
her family paid a heavy price, including
two hunger strikes and intense national
and international campaigns on her
behalf.

The second time Nasrin got arrested
was in June 2018 after defending four
individuals who had been arrested for
their participation in “Girls of the
Revolution Street,” a new campaign of
novel non-violent performance of civil
disobedience against compulsory hijab
by women’s rights activists that Nasrin
had felt obliged to support. Despite its
silent and peaceful style, the government
felt threatened by the campaign and
began a further crackdown by arresting
Vida Movahed and 29 other people,
including Nasrin Sotoudeh® , who had
successfully defended the first four
arrested women. This time Nasrin faced
seven charges, including “promotion of
corruption and prostitution”. As stated
by Nasrin:

According to the present law on
hijab, the penalty for appearing in
public without hijab is a fee of 50,000
Tooman (about $50 USD then). But
the judicial system that is under the
complete dominance of the political
rulers, rushed in a hasty and chaotic
fashion to charge all the detainees
with “Promotion of Corruption and
Prostitution” and penalized some of
them with paying eight-times higher
than the regular fine and some with a
prison term of 20 years. I accepted
the request of four of those women

to serve as their lawyer pro bono.
Along with some of my younger
colleagues, we began working on
each case. Six months after our
efforts, none of those four women
remained in jail for the one-time act
of removing of their hijab. But the
indictment against me started at
about the end of my defenses of
those cases, right after those files
were closed. The authorities brought
charges against me like the ones they
had made against my clients;
“Promotion of Corruption and
Prostitution” and a few other charges
that were not important to me. I was
sentenced to 38.5 years in jail plus
148 lashes; twelve years of this
sentence could be carried out at the
first stage. The penalty was so
outrageous and shameful that two
years later, they reduced the term to
27 years and removed the lashes
from the sentence without any appeal
on my part; 11 years of the 27-year
sentence could be carried out. So far,
I have endured three and half years
of this sentence, and between July
2021 and August 2022 while I have
been organizing this book, I have
been out of prison on a medical
turlough, and the imposition of the
remaining term has been postponed”.

Under the fundamentalist Islamist
state in Iran, dozens of lawyers are in
prison as political prisoners along with
their clients accused of “acting against
the country’s security.”

Imprisoned in Evin, Nasrin served
her time in the “Women’s Ward,” in a
collective  setting  where  political
prisoners can at least create a supportive
network and make collective resistance
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more effective. Nasrin and several other
brave fellow prisoners in the Women’s
Ward, such as Narges Mohammadi,
engaged in collective civil disobedience
concerning violation of prisoners’ rights
and even in solidarity with protesters in
the streets. Nasrin was elected by her
fellow prisoners to serve as the lawyer of
the ward and speak with the prison
authorities on their behalf. As indicated
in one of her letters, she did all she could
to press for the return of Narges
Mohammadi back to their ward in Evin
when the authorities had punished
Narges by exiling her to a prison in the
city of Zanjan in another province of
Iran.

The prison authorities, worried about
the influence of Nasrin as a role model
of defiance and resistance, planned to
isolate her from other political prisoners.
As in the case of Narges Mohammadi,
Nasrin, too, became a target for
humiliation, and she was exiled to a
different prison used primarily for
criminal offenders and non-political
prisoners. In late 2020 and eatly 202,
when the COVID pandemic was still a
serious threat for prisoners, Nasrin was
transferred to Qarchak, which many,
including the Human Rights Activist
News Agency (HRANA) in Iran have
referred to as the most dangerous prison
for women in Iran. Located in the
southeastern  outskirts of Tehran,
Qarchak is an overcrowded compound
with very poor health conditions. There
is no proper sewer, and the prison
infirmary was ill-equipped to deal with
outbreaks of COVID. Because of its
inhumane conditions and very poor
climatic surroundings, activists have
called for the abolishment of Qarchak
prison. Nevertheless, Nasrin was taken

to this horrible place after she had lost
weight and was suffering from a terrible
heart condition developed right after her
hunger strike in the fall of 2020 and
despite the promise made by the prison
authorities that she would be transferred
to Taleghani Hospital for medical
treatment.

However, thanks to the efforts of
Nasrin’s family, especially her devoted
husband, and many supporters and
human rights organizations in Iran and
internationally, Nasrin was finally given
furlough for medical treatment. Despite
being under surveillance and continuous
worry about the danger of being taken
back to prison, Nasrin has not been
silent. By issuing statements on social
media and giving occasional interviews
to international media outlets, she has
maintained her influential voice of
reason, justice, human rights, and
democracy. She has also been busy with
writing books, including this publication
of her prison letters.

In reading both Nelson Mandela’s
and Nasrin Sotoudeh’s Prison Letters, it
becomes obvious that the most precious
aspects of a prisoner’s soul - their
contact with loved ones and news of the
outside world - can be maintained
through letters and visitation. For
Nasrin, as for Mandela, writing and
receiving letters and visitors were vital
tools for connection to life and
communication with the outside world.

The 201 letters in this collection are
of three types: a. letters written secretly
away from the eyes of the guards and
prison cameras, usually on paper tissues
and smuggled out in various ways; b.
letters written on special forms provided
by the prison authorities, the content of
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which was regulated and checked by
them before being sent out; and c. letters
that were reconstructed based on the
writer’s memory of a particular incident
or of an original letter that has been lost.

All three types of letters in this
collection, each in their own way, open a
window into the personal, emotional,
and psychological situation and financial
hardship of Nasrin and her family
members. Some of these letters are
reflective of the situation shared by
many other families who have loved
ones in prison because of political
activism and  intellectual  dissent,
especially those of economically
disadvantaged  backgrounds  whose
bread winners have been jailed. Some
letters illustrate the violent, repressive,
and medieval nature of the current legal
system in Iran and the laws that are
discriminatory or exclusionary based on
gender, sexual, ethnic, religious, class,
and ideological differences.

Some of the letters point out the
arbitrary nature of the judiciary system
due to its lack of independence from the
other organs of power, especially the
dominant power of the “deep state,”
that is made up of an alliance between
the corrupt oligarchs and the Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps further
empowered by its own security and
intelligence organs. That is why Nasrin
resorts to writing letters of complaint to
various organs of power that are
sometimes collaborating and at other
times in rivalry with the Ministry of
Intelligence and Ministry of Justice.

The rule of law, justice, and freedom
are central motifs of Nasrin’s letters.
There is a recurring sense of anxiety, and
at times self-doubt, that she brings up

honestly in her personal letters to her
husband, children, and sister. In letters
to her daughter, Nasrin frequently
emphasized that what usually hurts her
the most is the sense of injustice. “That
is why the hardship of prison is more
tolerable to me than the unjust verdicts
against my clients”8 However, she also
occasionally questions herself or her
family members about whether her
ending up in prison because of her
adherence to justice and human rights
has meant neglecting the rights of her
children, her husband, and other family
members who have been deprived of her
direct and caring presence. There is a
recurring conflict between her strong
dedication to justice as a professional
and conscientious lawyer and her deep
love and sense of responsibility for her
children and life partner as a loving
mother and wife. In a letter to her
husband, Reza Khandan, Nasrin writes:
“We have been such a happy family. Is it
worth forfeiting or sacrificing the stable,
happy family life that we have enjoyed
for my ideals given the consequences
this may have for our children? Am I or
you going to be able to make peace with
this dilemma?” But a few lines later she
answers her own question this way:

We are making these sacrifices so our
own children and millions of other
children can live in a better Iran,
under the rule of just laws, freedom,
and prosperous conditions, right? My
dear Reza, I have asked myself many
times, what is the price of justice?
What is the price of freedom? Since
you, too, along with me, have
endured the consequences of my
imprisonment, you have probably
asked yourself the same questions.
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The interrogators in prison usually
try to bring the prisoner to the point
of submission and repentance. But
fortunately, as human sciences show,
human experiences and responses to
coercive pressures are not the same.
Some accused prisoners, aware of
such ridiculous pressures, can find a
way to manage the interrogation
sessions without succumbing to the
goals of the interrogators. My dear
Reza, let me tell you what the price of
freedom is. To me regardless of how
far or how close we are to reaching
freedom, if I know I am on the right
track to freedom and justice, that
shall suffice me?.

Nasrin’s letters to Reza and Reza’s
letters to Nasrin in this book are
reflective of a most heartwarming
example of equality, trust, love, and
interdependence  in a  marriage
partnership that goes beyond typical
marriages. Nasrin Sotoudeh and Reza
Khandan seem to have created a new
inspiring, but still rare, model of
partnership in political activism among
married couples. Both are courageously
dedicated to justice, freedom, and non-
violent resistance.

So far, Nasrin and her family have
suffered from six and half years of
prison terms during her two periods of
incarceration. She is now on medical
turlough, and nobody knows for how
long this fragile period of “freedom” will
continue. She has gone through a lot of
hardships, including a few months of
solitary confinement (white torture), a
few episodes of hunger strikes, and the
awful months of confinement in
Qarchak prison while fighting the
coronavirus and a dangerous heart

problem caused by her hunger strikes.
Nevertheless, Nasrin Sotoudeh has been
among the more privileged and
fortunate political prisoners in Iran.
Many unknown political prisoners who
happen to be members of ethnic or
religious minorities, sexual minorities,
lesser-known students, teachers,
journalists,  environmentalists,  or
members of the working class who are
the sole breadwinners in their families,
spend years in prison with no
trustworthy lawyer to represent them or
any national or international campaigns
to push for their release. Nasrin humbly
acknowledges this in some of her letters
written to international human rights
organizations and international
associations of lawyers when thanking
them for the prizes and support she has
received. She reminds them of other
prisoners from disadvantaged
circumstances.

Nasrin also discusses state violence,
oppression, and discrimination against
several other groups in Iran, including
religious minorities, such as Christians,
Jews, Bahai's, Zoroastrians, and Sunni
Muslims; ethnic groups, such as Baluch,
Kurd, Turk, Arab, and Lur; sexual
minorities; musicians; those who are laic
and non-religious, communist, Sufi and
Dervish. She writes of those the regime
has ostracized, or otherized and
victimized for being different: “I have
been the lawyer of several such different
“beings” among my compatriots. I know
many  people  who  experience
oppression, discrimination, and
repression on intersectional bases; a
Kurdish Sunni woman, a Jewish gay, a
Bahai® Turk, and a Baluch dancer. The
main reason I have accepted to legally
represent such cases has been the pain I
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felt because of the unfair pain they
suffered. That is why I, too, am a being
not approved of by this regime’!0.

Prison Letters is a unique, original,
insightful, and inspiring contribution to
the literatures in the field of gender,
women, and feminist studies, global and
transnational feminist activism, legal
studies, and human rights
studies/activism. This book also can be
used as a reliable document and an
important source for sociologists,
political scientists, and human rights
organizations specialized in Middle
Eastern or MENA studies.

And Nasrin Sotoudeh herself is an
inspiring role model for young and
middle-aged women in many countries
who need profound sociocultural and
political change in their societies toward
equal rights and democracy. Throughout
her career as lawyer as well as her
activism inside and outside prison,
Nasrin Sotoudeh has sustained her
unwavering resolve in pursuit of justice
and equality for all citizens, regardless of
their gender, sexual, ethnic, religious and
class differences. Her book of profound
mother-child and wife-husband love
letters is a powerful and novel addition
to feminist literature.
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Iran’s Generational Leadership Change

Mehrzad Boroujerd:

Abstract

After more than four decades of entrenched anthority, this study delves into the essential leadership traits
exhibited by the Iranian political elite. With a keen eye on the future, it scrutinizes the evolving landscape
of leadership, forecasting transformations expected to unfold over the next five to ten years. Additionally,
it scrutinizes the recruitment dynamics within the Islamic regime to discern if they are undergoing a
narrowing process.

Drawing from an exhaustive empirical investigation encompassing 2,584 members of the Islamic
Republic's political elite, this article presents an array of original data points. These encompass crucial
aspects such as their birthplaces, age distribution, gender composition, the occupational backgrounds of their
fathers, rates of imprisonment prior to the revolution, participation in political parties, and the prevalence
of clerics, war veterans, and former Revolutionary Guards members within pivotal political institutions.

Leveraging this wealth of demographic and contextual statistics, the anthor offers five insightful reflections
concerning the impending emergence of an "ideology-lite” technocratic elite among the political echelons. This
new generation of leaders is poised to grapple with the dunal challenge of acknowledging and appeasing a
disenchanted public, marking a pivotal juncture in Iran's political evolution.

Keywords

Iran, political elite, generational change, empirical research

Mehrzad Boroujerdi is a Professor of Political Science, and Vice Provost and Dean of
College of Arts, Sciences, and Education at Missouri University of Science and
Technology. He is the author of Iranian Intellectuals and the West: Tormented Triumph of
Nativism (1996); Tarashidam, Parastidam, Shikastam: Guftarbay-i dar Siyasat va Huvyiyat-i
Irani (2010); and co-author of Post-revolutionary Iran: A Political Handbook (Syracuse, 2018).
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Othering the Baha’is in Their Homeland: Reviewing
Baha’i Persecution in Iran (1979-Present)

Saghar Sadeghian

Abstract

The Baba'i Faith originated in Iran and currently boasts millions of followers worldwide. Within Iran,
the Baba'is constitute the largest religions minority community. However, since its establishment, followers
of the faith have experienced discrimination and suppression in the country. This paper examines the
history and methods of Baha'i persecution, with a particular focus on the post-1979 revolution era, during
which persecutions escalated and became more systematic. The article explores the motivations behind
attacks on the Baba'is by different social groups, specifically examining the reasons articulated by the
Iranian intelligentsia. The paper argues that the Baha'is have been cast as the scapegoats of Iranian society
to be blamed for its shortcomings and crises. Simultaneonsly, the Iranian population defers recognition of
the Baba'is' human rights until they can substantiate their doctrine, thereby legitimizing persecution
through attempts to challenge Baha'i beliefs and principles. The article concludes by highlighting instances
of Iranian scoiety defending their Baha'i fellow citizens amidst the increasingly sytematic discriminations.
This text draws on an array of sources, including bistorical documents, arguments from other scholars,
daily news, and interviews with individuals who have faced discrimination.

Keywords

Baha’is, Religious Minorities, Human Rights, Intellectuals, Discrimination, Iran, Scapegoat

Saghar Sadeghian is an Associate Professor of History and International Studies at Willamette University
in the United States. Her book, Iranian Non-Muslim Communities: Navigation and Negotiation of
Space during the Constitutional Revolution (1891-1911), is in the press for publication.
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The Kurdish Republic: A Step Toward the Creation of a
Kurdish Nation

Asghar Shirazi

Abstract

This article investigates the rise of the Kurdish ethno-nationalist movement of 1324-1325 (1945-1946)
which, with the support of the occupying Soviet army in Iran during the final years of the Second World
War, led to the creation of the “Kurdish Republic” and was dismantled shortly thereafter by Reza Shah
Pablavi upon the withdrawal of the Soviet forces.

Keywords

Nation-building, Kurdism, ethnic discrimination, democracy

Asghar Shirazi, former Associate Professor at the Faculty of Social Sciences, University
of Tehran, and a Research Member at the Institute of Islamic Studies and the Middle
East Politics Workshop at the Free University of Berlin. The present article, is an
abridged version of the second part of the second volume of the book "Iranian Identity,
Nationality, Ethnicity" by the authot.
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Reactions in Turkey to Iran's “Woman, Life, Freedom”
 Movement

Meysam Badamchi

Abstract:

This article deals with the reactions in Turkey to Iran's "W omen, Life, Freedom" movement. The Mahsa-
Jina protests have been covered by the media close to the ruling Justice and Development Party, and those
affiliated with opposition parties or independent feminist civil society activists, each differently. Some
analysts argued that lack of legal party platforms for change in Iran (similar to those existing in Turkey)
are the driving force bebind the Mabhsa movement and similar protests in the future. Some pro-government
analysts expressed their concern about the possibility of "Kurdish terrorism" gaining power in Iran as a
result of any change where Kurdish groups are among the driving force. By emphasizing that wearing the
hijab or removing the hijab are "equally a right"" for women, and proposing the idea that freedom: of dress
should be included in the Turkish constitution, the ruling Turkish officials also related the demands against
compulsory veiling in Iran to the internal debates about free veiling in Turkey in the post-republican era.
On the opposite side, for Turkish feminists, the courageous struggle of Iranian women against the
mandatory hijab during the Mabsa protests, to a great extent has changed the stereotypical image about
Iranian women that possibly existed among the secular segments of the Turkish society in the post-
revolutionary era.

Keywords

Woman, Life, Freedom, Iran, Turkey, The Issue of Hijab in Iran and Turkey, Feminism,
The Kurdish Issue

Meysam Badamchi, a graduate in Political Philosophy from LUISS University Rome and
in Philosophy of Science from Sharif University of Technology, is a journalist, a translator,
and an analyst in the field of Turkic-speaking countries. His latest publication is: Post-
Istamist Political Philosophy: John Rawls and Iranian Intellectuals (Springer, 2017), and its Persian
version is ready for publication. Since 2022, Badamchi has also been a Senior Researcher
at the "Institute for Interregional Studies of Constitutionalism" (affiliated with the Law
Department of Charles University in Prague, Czech Republic).
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School Rebellers in Iran

Saceed Paivandi

Abstract

The Islamization of schools and higher education in the period following the advent of the Islamic Republic
in Iran raised many questions about the education of women and their status within society. Quantitative
developments in the decades after 1979 showed that the growth of girls" education has not been stopped and
their proportion in higher education has continned to increase.

This significant quantitative increase did not mean the existence of a favorable context for women becanse
the Islamization of education had the direct consequence of promoting a sexist discourse. This article refers
to the educational excperience and point of view of young girls to better understand this paradoxical situation
of girls' success within a sexist institution. The results of this fieldwork show that despite the apparent
success of girls in the Iranian education system, they have developed varied forms of resistance fo a sexist
curricnlum.

Keywords

sexist curriculum, cultural resistance, feminization of the education system, Islamization
of schools, Iran

Saeed 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 are "The Academic Profession"
(2019) in French and "The Feminization of Education: An International Perspective” (2020) in
English.

Iran Academia © 2024 The Association for Freedom of Thought

University Press


https://journals.iranacademia.com/FTJ




	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page



