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Abstract 

This thesis aims to explore how women’s activism in Iran has been depicted and 

represented by scholars and activists in advance of, during, and after, the Iranian 

revolution in 1979. It investigates the arguments, strategies and tactics that Iranian 

women have adopted to change and update the civil codes and laws, and the way they 

sought to modify cultural institutions (including the family and educational system) that 

have supported patriarchal dominance of society. The paradoxical dimension that is 

related to the status of women in Iran has puzzled many Iranian scholars and researchers. 

This is due to the co-existing rise of the women’s presence in the public sphere, and the 

increase in the political and economic power of various extremist groups. These two 

factors have led to an increase in the scholarly interest in this area, and many researchers 

have concluded that it is not possible to identify an active women’s movement in Iran. 

This study challenges this position through an alternative reading of what constitutes a 

social movement. Western definitions tend to include the requirement for strong 

organizations, clear leadership, an ideological base, and the mobilization of both citizens 

and public opinion. This study will argue that although Iranian women’s activism does not 

necessarily resemble women’s movements in Western countries, many of the political 

contestations that have emerged in Iran after the revolution can be understood as a form 

of women’s movement activism. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

After the Iranian revolution in 1979 in which women participated actively in 

demonstrations, women faced a new government that quickly restricted women’s rights 

to equal citizenship and abrogated the pre-Revolutionary Family Protection Law, imposed 

gender segregation and widespread surveillance, and made veiling mandatory. The 

measures that the new government adopted provoked a strong response, and the public 

sphere became very much like a battlefield where the conflicting interests of Iranian 

women and the government were set to play out. Despite the numerous meetings and 

protests that were held, Iranian women were unsuccessful in halting or radically 

modifying the governmental measures, and the public demonstrations ended quickly as 

the government started to control and suppress the public protests. The new government 

decided not to respond to the needs of women which resulted in violent conflict and, the 

clashes became commonplace. The government declared that the women’s protest 

activities were illegal, and the social and political pressure that was placed on Iranian 

women led the activists to abandon their aims in order to avoid conflict and injury (Millett 

1982). Once the war with Iraq began in 1980, all of the women’s activities and the related 

debates were silenced by the government (Mahdi, 2004c). 

 

The Iranian government continued to stifle women’s activism and suppress the women 

activists who were involved in collective action. For example, the government excluded 

women’s organizations and women’s groups from civil society and closed down the 

independent women’s magazines, newspapers, and journals (Poya, 1999, p. 9). 

Furthermore, the acts of defiance and resistance by women against the government were 

defined as counterrevolutionary, a label that not only made it easy to suppress them and 

to legitimize state action, it but also made it difficult for them to forge alliances with other 

Islamic women activists (Najmabadi, 1998, p. 61). The government constructed the 

'counterrevolutionary' frame as a symbol of alternative power or as a force that had been 

invoked to justify the oppressive state action. The description of a group as 

counterrevolutionary created conditions for the state-sponsored elimination of women 

from public life through the revival of murderous militias, and anti-counterrevolution 

legislation. As such, the Iranian government repressed any activities on the part of women 
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to pursue their full inclusion in society and brutally suppressed any of their demands for 

the recognition of their rights (Eickelman & Anderson, 2003, p. 1).  

 

Consequently, during this period, women’s activism faced a homogenous and patriarchal 

culture that tended to be rigid, intolerant of women, was challenging to transform, and 

left women little room to maneuver within (V. Moghadam, 2002). In other words, severe 

measures were imposed on women who put forth demands for their rights in a sustained 

fashion. According to Shahidan (2002), these conditions established a dominant pattern 

of passive participation on the part of women in society. This power structure fragmented 

civil society in Iran, where the state became unresponsive, and its institutions became 

increasingly undemocratic, were ill-designed, unable to recognize and respond to citizen 

demands (Foley & Edwards 1996). These complex social conditions made it difficult to 

produce and sustain a social movement- to establish independent organizations and 

publications, lobby, manage public protests, mobilize ordinary women, acquire funding 

and resources; or to create links with international solidarity groups (Bayat, 2010a).  

 

And yet, as this thesis will demonstrate, there is evidence that women have continued to 

challenge political authority and they have attempted to hegemonize their demands. For 

example, on the one hand, women activists have criticized the way in which the 

application of Islamic law has resulted in injustice. On the other hand, women put 

pressure on the government and institutions and lobbied actively to reform the laws and 

regulations in favor of women’s rights (N. Tohidi, 2010b). Their politically-informed 

activism burgeoned into a political forum where women had a platform to voice their 

concerns and challenges regarding their position as women in a society which is regulated 

by a patriarchal regime. While some scholars have recently been ambivalent about the 

capacity of women’s activism to be categorized as a movement (Bayat, 2010a), such 

evidence casts doubt on the conclusion that there is no women’s movement.   

 

Consequently, this thesis explores how women’s activism in Iran has been depicted and 

represented by scholars and activists in advance of, during and after the Iranian revolution 

in 1979. The researcher has undertaken an investigation of the arguments, strategies, and 

tactics that Iranian women have adopted to change the civil codes and laws that have 
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negatively affected them, and conducted research to understand how they have sought 

to modify the cultural institutions that have heretofore supported the male dominance of 

society. In terms of the specific aim, this study challenges the idea of scholars who insist 

that no Iranian women’s movement exists (Bayat, 2010a; Mahmoudian, 2003; V. 

Moghadam, 2003a, 2004), where social movements are defined as exhibiting influential 

organizations, with clear leadership, an ideological base, and feature the mobilization of 

both citizens and public opinion. Furthermore, this thesis will argue that although Iranian 

women’s activism does not necessarily resemble the women’s movements in Western 

countries (Buechler, 1990; Rupp & Taylor, 1987), many of the political contestations that 

have emerged in Iran after the revolution can be interpreted and understood as a form of 

women’s movement activism. 

 

Research Problem and Questions 

Given the context above set forth, several research questions follow, for example, how 

might women’s activism in Iran be accounted for? What kind of women’s activism has 

emerged after the revolution in Iran? Do these forms of women’s activism differ from the 

periods of activism in pre-revolutionary Iran and, as such, do they represent a form of 

“social movement”? In order to answer these questions, this research will explore how 

Iranian women’s activism can be defined and measured and whether the result might be 

a new interpretation of what it is that constitutes a women’s social movement. By 

identifying the problems that arise from a literature review on women’s activism, I will 

argue that an interpretation of the way we conceptualize and understand women’s 

activism is required. Moreover, a theoretically informed empirical analysis of Iranian 

women’s activism will offer new insights into the practice of activism from the perspective 

of different political and societal contexts.   

 

It is difficult to determine what exactly constitutes a social movement (Crossley, 2002; 

Escobar & Alvarez, 1992; Morris & Herring, 1984). The definitions and theoretical 

perspectives that underpin them vary. In terms of the definition of what constitutes a 

social movement, it is in part dependent on the epistemological perspective of the 

researcher. For example,  Alain Touraine warns that “the categories developed to analyze 

European social movements can hardly be applicable to [for example] Latin American 
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social actors” (quoted in Calderon, Reyna & Piscitelli, 1992, p. 32); and social movements 

can characterize only post-industrial societies, advanced Western countries. Accordingly, 

collective actions in some parts of the world that are not deemed to be social movements 

have prevented some scholars from seeking a universal definition (Escobar & Alvarez, 

1992, p. 7). Alongside this sits the question of the structure of, and what constitutes, 

collective action. As Rucht (1990) points out, collective action can be seen as conflicts over 

the allocation of goods or as struggles over the creation of meaning. While the former 

stresses the instrumental logic of action and places social movements at the level of the 

state, the latter emphasizes an expressive logic of action and places social movements in 

the terrain of civil society (Doherty, Paterson, & Seel, 2002, p. 13).  

 

In this thesis I will draw upon these two aspects, that is, the meaning of social movements 

and the structure of collective action, and identify the extent to which these are “visible” 

in the Iranian context. My research will investigate the women’s movement from the 

point of view of Iran and in the Iranian context and whether social movement theory can 

explain the complexities of Iranian women’s collective action. In doing so, this research 

will analyze how Iranian women’s political activism has challenged the existing “Islamic 

regime” and its social practices.  

 

My research will first involve a detailed examination of the various activisms performed 

by Iranian women over time and will assess whether women’s activism has facilitated the 

advent of a coherent social movement which has afforded women a collective political 

agency to unify the sporadic forms of activism with the purpose of contesting the 

dominant social relations. Second, I will analyze whether these collective actions and 

coalitions represent a form of social movement of Iranian women, and whether, as a 

consequence, a different model of social movement activism is required to understand 

women’s activism in particular revolutionary contexts.   

 

The significance of the Project 

My project offers additional insights into women’s activism in Iran in a number of ways.  

First, the significance of gender as a factor has tended to be underestimated in studies on 

social movements in Iran. Furthermore, there is a need to investigate the roles women 
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play in civil society, state-society relations, and social movements, in particular in Iran. By 

offering a picture of women’s actions and influence via a case study on women in Iran, 

this research will contribute to the small but growing number of studies on women’s 

struggles in developing countries, in particular, in the Middle East. Moreover, this 

research will bring to light the role of Iranian women in the process of their country’s 

transition to democracy, which to date, scholars have not tended to study.  

 

Second, this research will identify, explain and question the strategies and tactics Iranian 

women pursued in their endeavor to curtail the state policies before, during and after the 

Iranian revolution in 1979. It will examine which factors have shaped the women’s 

political subjectivities and how Iranian women have responded to and engaged with the 

various discursive challenges. This research will consider how women’s activism in Iran 

has been influenced by the diverse socio-economic aspect of society and the different 

forms of governance. One part of this research will study the meaning and influence of 

the various forms of Iranian women’s participation in society before and after the Iranian 

Revolution in 1979.  

 

Third, this research will argue for the need to expand our understanding of politics and 

rethink the frameworks that reduce the formation of political subjectivity within formal 

institutions. I will examine the discursive practices in the absence of a formal framework 

of democracy—what Wedeen refers to as "democratic practice, even in the absence of a 

democratic regime” (Wedeen, 2009, p. 20). This research will investigate the actions that 

women take outside formal organizations in order to reveal the diversity in terms of the 

different modes of actions have been marginalized the social movement literature. In 

other words, in the absence of democratic institutions, this research focuses on the 

ordinary activities women undertake by in the pursuit of their everyday lives.  

 

Fourth, by integrating certain aspects of the theory of social movements and resistance, 

this research will illustrate how women’s actions interact with social structures and 

institutions in their identity formation. In other words, this research will aim to provide a 

map of women’s movements, collecting accounts of resistance in a variety of women’s 

activities while simultaneously questioning whether such resistance constitutes a unified 
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and coherent ‘movement’ that is against the dominant power in terms of identity and 

orientation. 

 

Research Design 

A range of theoretical literature has addressed political activism over time. Based on a 

review of these theories, which I will discuss briefly below, I suggest that while they all 

offer some potential explanatory power, a revised, or hybrid model may be required to 

best understand the development of women’s activism in Iran over time. I will then 

outline the methodological approach that focuses on social practices, representations of 

activism and the relevance of historical and cultural norms and discourses in shaping 

contemporary resistance. 

 

Social Activism Theory 

Many feminists focus on social activism in order to analyze the activism in which they are 

participants. As Bayat explains “activism” can be of any kind of activity ranging from 

individual to collective action, encompassing different types of activities ranging from 

“survival strategies” to “sustained forms of collective action” (Bayat, 2002). However, the 

study of activism has been based on a dichotomy of “normal activism” or social 

movements and everyday forms of resistance (Simi & Futrell, 2009, p. 90).  

 

“Everyday forms of resistance” is a theoretical concept introduced by Scott in order to 

address the practices of everyday resistance in the absence of an open protest and a direct 

confrontation (Escobar & Alvarez, 1992; Vinthagen & Johansson, 2013, p. 4). Everyday 

forms of resistance are personalized forms that require “little or no coordination or 

planning … and typically avoid any direct symbolic confrontation with authority” (Scott, 

1985, p. 29). In other words, these activities are based on decisions taken by individuals 

in order to improve their situation under the conditions in which rebellion is too difficult. 

According to Scott (1985), powerless people rarely have the resources or opportunity to 

resist openly against their repressive domination, in that way they are hidden, defensive, 

and individualistic. As Scott notes, these activities “make no headline” since these forms 

of resistance utilize invisibility as a strategy (Scott, 1985, p. 36). 
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However, overemphasizing the language of everyday forms of resistance neglects that 

point at which resistance gives way to more organized forms of collective resistance or 

social movements (Bayat, 2010a; Escobar, 1992). The resistance theory cannot adequately 

capture the complexities of women’s activism in Iran. Observing Iranian women’s activism 

may reveal a different scenario which does not fit neatly into the category of the 

“everyday form of resistance.” As the opportunity has become available, women have 

seized the opportunity to mobilize and engage in organized and collective forms of 

struggle. Hence, Iranian women, in spite of their individual everyday resistance, could be 

seen to systematically challenge and resist the state policies in ways that are not hidden, 

defensive or individualistic. Instead, their activism could be interpreted as collective, 

penetrative, progressive, and at the very forefront of the social arena of their everyday 

lives which makes them, and their resistance, visible and central. Through this active and 

visible resistance, they have been successful at subverting the very policies which seek to 

overshadow women’s roles in their public and private lives (Bayat, 2010a).  

 

Alongside resistance theory, which is set to study the “everyday form of resistance,” as 

opposed to an open and visible social and political confrontation (Escobar, 1992), there is 

a considerable body of work that has examined collective action (McAdam, Tarrow, & 

Tilly, 2004). These actions are marked as structured and patterned, with rational actors 

engaged in instrumental action through the formal organization to secure resources, 

fostering highly visible mobilization that is pushing for reforms through the political 

system (Buechler, 1993; Snow, Soule, & Kriesi, 2008). The resource mobilization and 

political process theories are the dominant paradigms for studying collective actions; 

these theories explain “how” social movements emerge and target the state (Buechler, 

1993; Goldberg, 2003; Goodwin & Jasper, 1999).  

 

According to resource mobilization theorists, social movements are derived in a 

calculated, rational manner, motivated by available internal resources – in particular, an 

organization (Diani, Mario & Porta, 2006, p. 14). This approach maintains that movements 

emerge if people have access to the resource to sustain collective action. Resources can 

include “money, legitimacy, facilities, and labor” (McCarthy & Zald, 1977, p. 1220). 
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Similarly, while the political-process approach also focuses on the movement of 

resources, it places more attention on the significance of the resources that are external 

to the group, rather than the internal resources of movement organizations (Haenfler, 

2006, p. 61). This approach hypothesizes that movements are triggered at the same time 

political opportunities arise: “people join in social movements in response to political 

opportunities and then, through collective action, create new ones” (Sidney, 1994, p. 18). 

Consequently, widespread demographic changes, deep unemployment issues, wars, and 

international political realignments are all possible examples of political opportunities 

(McAdam, 1985, p. 41).  

 

While this focus on the collective adds an important dimension to theorizing political 

action, an assessment of Iranian women’s activism suggests a theoretical gap exists, and 

there are essential issues that have not been fully examined. Iranian women’s struggles 

have not been recognized as a movement by those drawing on resource mobilization and 

political process theories (Jalaeipour, 2003; Mahmoudian, 2003; V. Moghadam, 2003a, 

2004). In part, this is because their activism has lacked access to sufficient resources. 

However, it is unified through networks and communities that can form into a collective 

identity. Resource mobilization and political process theories have neglected group 

grievance and the role of everyday subversive practices in generating collective action and 

identity (Taylor & Whittier, 1992) and fail to explain the process by which collective 

identity is formed  (Buechler, 1993; Escobar & Alvarez, 1992; Melucci, 1995). 

 

Drawing upon the above ideas and perspectives, it is argued that a social movement 

appears by a group of people who share a sense of attachment by virtue of undergoing 

common experiences and realize that they are united and move in the same direction as 

a response to a growing dislocation (Diani, Mario & Porta, 2006; Eyerman, 2006). Also, it 

is assumed that every actor involved in the movement has the same understanding of the 

situation or conflict because their interpretations and reactions are affected similarly by 

their collective identity (Gioia & Thomas, 1996). Therefore, a social movement is a struggle 

for control over the production of meaning and the constitution of new collective 

identities (Escobar & Alvarez, 1992, p. 319). From this perspective, the process of meaning 

creation is a political act since it necessarily involves a contest over the dominant 
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meanings of, in this case, women’s rights, roles and their status in society. As such, it is a 

“new way of doing politics”  contesting the hierarchical way of doing politics (Escobar & 

Alvarez, 1992, p. 236). It stresses the expressive dimensions of social action and places 

them in the social domain of civil society rather than the state. Thus, the locus is the social 

domain of civil society rather than the state. Accordingly, the emphasis is on challenging 

of the dominant discourse and the creation of a new discourse rather than a disruptive 

public confrontation with the repressive state (Melucci, 1996, pp. 202–203). 

 

The collective identity is essential for agents of social movements to act collectively. These 

identities are formed and developed within sites wherein the participants of a movement, 

through their activities and commitments, generate a basis for the consolidation of the 

group identity and for solidarity, in the first place (Bayat, 2010a; Eyerman, 2006; Holland, 

Fox, & Daro, 2008; Polletta & Jasper, 2001). Forming a collective identity depends on 

networks and communities where participants connect with one another and articulate 

their collective demands and claims or express their dissent. Within the communities and 

networks, they also seek to galvanize a common set of values, beliefs, and symbols, which 

can advance the interests of such collective actors (Glynos & Howarth, 2007; Melucci, 

1995, 1996; Polletta & Jasper, 2001). Legal and formal institutions and organizations are 

not the only medium for the construction of collective identities. Networks and 

communities also play a significant role in helping groups of people forge a collective 

identity and build solidarity. Participants can form collective identities in schools, 

universities, urban public spaces, or it can be hidden from public view; and it ranges from 

a face to face setting to the Internet (Bayat, 2010a; Buechler, 1993, 2016). Hence, these 

networks and communities create an opportunity for mobilizing people by connecting a 

group of people who share mutual interests and similar emotions. This process involves 

identifying an "us," which distinguishes them from the "other." This discourse has 

meaning only to the extent that it is shared by members of the community, thereby 

constituting a collective identity (Jenson, 2013). 

 

Drawing upon this focus of an identity-oriented perspective, I will argue that through an 

exploration of women’s activism, in practice, the Iranian women’s movement can be 

conceived of as in existence while women activists claim they are part of a collective group 
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or network, and participate in the processes of collective identity formation. From this 

perspective, women’s movements are depicted as informal networks; as concerned with 

culture and identity; and as emphasizing the power of civil society rather than the state 

(e.g., Cohen 1982; Melucci 1989). Adopting this approach, I will reveal how women 

organize around their demands and also negotiate and sometimes challenge the 

hegemonic power present in their everyday lives and undermine the dominant gender 

discourses by constructing their own meaning. Where possible, they impose these within 

and upon social practices. This research will also seek to explain how women construct 

their everyday actions and describe the processes through which women become activists 

in the course of their everyday lives (Whittier & Taylor, 1995).  

 

Genealogical Approach 

Drawing upon the above ideas and perspectives, this research offers a “genealogy of 

Iranian women’s activism.” The genealogical approach focuses on the complex 

procedures which led to the emergence of women’s activism. The aim is to rediscover the 

myriad events that have contributed to the emergence of women’s activism. It also helps 

to explain the texture and dynamic of change and resistance. In other words, this 

approach will facilitate the identification of the range of resistances women have pursued 

and analyze the background as it relates to the practices of the political subjects that have 

led to the everyday forms of contemporary women’s activism we now see (Hoy, 2004, p. 

2). This approach enables an analysis of the emergence of women’s activism. In order to 

describe the character and orientation of present women’s activism, I will focus on the 

movement from its inception. A genealogy of women’s activism, then, means identifying 

the pre-existing factors that have served as the basis to establish the present women’s 

activism. In order to review women’s activism, this genealogy reflects on the previous 

periods of resistance. I will trace the history of women’s resistance to power, its changing, 

and stable forms. Therefore, I will examine how the different historical contexts have both 

limited and have enabled women’s activism and why women’s activism has taken various 

forms. Furthermore, by analyzing the genealogy of women’s activism, we can better 

understand the specific structural position within which activism is embedded.  
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While genealogy has to do with the development of an archaeological analysis, the former 

differs from archaeology in its approach to discourse. The archaeological analysis is 

concerned with rigid structures and does not seek to explain changes from one discourse 

to another (Sluga, 2010). Foucault thus introduced genealogy as a way to explain changes 

in discursive practices (Craig, 2005, p. 280). While archaeologists study discourse as 

autonomous practices, genealogists investigate the historical emergence of discursive 

formations and seek to account for the exercise of power. While the two approaches differ 

in this way, drawing from both archaeology and genealogy, it is possible to analyze both 

form, modifications, and changes to meaning and practices (Foucault, 1990, pp. 11–12; 

Kendall & Wickham, 1999, p. 31).  

 

In order to analyze women’s political activism in Iran, I will begin with an archaeological 

analysis that seeks to characterize the principles or rules that inform and organize a 

regime. Social practices are a series of processes that attempt to establish order, 

organizing and arranging social life. People tend to accept these practices as a natural 

given “what is at a given moment considered a ‘natural order’- jointly with the common 

sense which accompanies it- is the result of sedimented practices” (Mouffe, 2005, p. 18). 

It is these social practices that allow formal institutions to operate. Employing this 

concept, I will seek to identify the domain that consists of the particular social practices 

and institutions surrounding Iranian women and the rules and norms that govern them. 

In other words, the genealogical analysis will assist me to reveal the purpose, form, and 

content of social practices of the Iranian government and the impact they have on 

women’s identity and the way they have served to enforce a degree of conformity to a 

singular, homogenous gender identity to justify particular repressive practices.  

 

In order to explain the women’s political activism that is taking place against the 

background of these social practices in Iran, it is also necessary to focus on the processes 

through which the former are constituted. Here the genealogical approach allows me to 

provide a diachronic explanation of social practices. It thus explicates the historical 

emergence and formation of a social practice or regime by focusing on the conflicts and 

contestations surrounding their institution. Indeed the very identity and significance of a 

social practice relies on “its institution, as well as the subsequent forgetting of its ignoble” 
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origins (Glynos & Howarth, 2007, p. 106). Genealogy assists in the characterization of 

practice or regime by showing how they emerge, as such, genealogy will enable me to 

understand the establishment, reproduction, and contestation of a particular regime or 

set of practices.  

 

This genealogical methodological approach will facilitate the account of the emergence 

and the constitution of women’s activism before and after the Iranian revolution in 1979. 

Adopting this approach, I will examine how women’s activism has followed a complex 

trajectory and has fostered the development of interconnected political practices. 

Genealogy will assist me in explaining how the dislocation of the social order in Iran has 

generated new claims and requests by women; and the failure to satisfy these requests 

and claims by the Iranian government has created new possibilities for action (Laclau, 

1990, p. 40). These events and crises in Iran, such as the illegal repression, the end of the 

Iran-Iraq war, the post-war reconstruction and the growing number of women pursuing a 

university education, have disturbed and destabilized the dominant Islamic discourses 

and identities. These events have also created the conditions for the emergence of new 

political subjectivities for Iranian women. These aspects comprise the struggles that seek 

to challenge and transform the norms, institutions and social practices of the existing 

Iranian government (Glynos & Howarth, 2007, p. 105). Thus, this research will examine 

the convergence of factors behind these dramatic developments, including the 

emergence of women’s activism, changes in norms regarding women’s rights and 

representation, and the availability of new resources to advance the status of women. 

 

Method and Data Sources 

The case study is the most useful strategy for studying social movements (Vaus, 2001). 

The purpose of case studies is to understand the characteristics that define a particular 

phenomenon, and perhaps to describe an event or process occurring within that system 

(VanderStoep & Johnson, 2008). Case studies are bounded by time and activity, and a 

researcher collects detailed information using different kinds of data collection and 

procedures over a stretch of time. In order to clarify a particular social phenomenon, this 

method provides not only the means to condense a number of theoretical and empirical 

elements, it but also allows for the articulation of other research strategies to achieve this 
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goal, in other words, it provides a significant means on account of a questioned object by 

providing the contextual knowledge within which to link more general logic together in a 

particular case (Glynos & Howarth, 2007, p. 204). 

 

Social movement researchers derive their data from research on specific movements or 

over a sustained period of time in a movement’s trajectory (Klandermans & Staggenborg, 

2002). My research will present a case study of Iranian women’s activism in an effort to 

better understand its development over time, and whether it can be interpreted as a form 

of a social movement. In examining Iranian women’s activism as a case study, the thesis 

will focus on and seek to illuminate Iranian women’s activism as a particular movement, 

because of its importance in contemporary Iran’s political evolution in which women are 

one of the leading political actors (Bayat, 2010a).  

 

This research will study the events and crises that bring about the conditions that give rise 

to new political practices and identities. Thus, it will focus on certain significant periods of 

the history of Iran including: before the Islamic Revolution in 1979, the revolutionary 

period, and the post-revolutionary period. The post-revolutionary period can also be 

divided into four distinct time frames including the Iran-Iraq war period, the post-war 

reconstruction period, and the reformist period and the post-reform era. I will reveal how 

certain events in these periods have created the conditions for the emergence and the 

development of women’s identity. Precisely, I will illuminate how some events, such as 

the revolution, the post-war reconstruction, and the reformist period led to women’s 

activism that began to question or challenge the role of the Iranian government, including 

the denial of women’s rights. This led to the emergence and constitution of the women’s 

rights movement, which promised to construct a counter-hegemonic practice. 

Conversely, I will also investigate how an event, such as Iran-Iraq war provoked efforts by 

the Iranian government to deflect women’s demand and mute the voice of women, and 

the ways women resisted, through the practices of their everyday lives. Accordingly, this 

research will identify and explain how Iranian women’s activism has developed and 

survived, how it has operated within a particular “political field,” and how the 

characteristics of that field in pre and post-revolutionary Iran have shaped the 

contemporary activism of women (Staggenborg, 2001).  
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Furthermore, this thesis will introduce the achievements of women’s activism, as well as 

the challenges ahead. The case study will address the absence of women’s activism from 

some of the discussions that have to do with social issues. The data collection and analysis 

will address three levels of political activism including the macro, meso, and micro. The 

macro- level focuses on the context of the socio-political structure in which women 

struggle and will draw on the second-order literature. The meso-level analysis will 

concentrate on the various collective activities and campaigns as represented on the 

Internet and in media sources. Finally, at the micro-level, the research will rely on the life 

stories of activists published in a range of sources. 

 

This study focuses on a carefully selected set of cultural and historical documents made 

by key agents and groups, ranging from published interviews and scholarly research 

conducted in Iran before and after the Islamic Revolution, newspaper reports, and 

primary materials including posters, leaflets, and pamphlets. In terms of the data, it has 

been collected from the National Library of Iran, the University of Tehran, and the 

Parliament Research Center in Iran. These libraries have numerous books, journals, and 

newspapers about Iranian women. They have precious documentary resources with a 

broad focus extending from ancient to contemporary subjects and includes many books, 

newspapers, and journals about Iranian women. I collected information from women’s 

magazines and newspapers, such as Zanan, Zan, Jens-e Dovom, and Farzaneh concerning 

the condition of women after the Revolution in 1979. In addition, I have gathered a 

number of official and opposition papers, and I have also collected analyses of previous 

scholars that are relevant to this study.   

 

There are many databases that provide access to published documents, newsletters and 

organizational records. They are the essential sources of information for this study, and 

they have covered a great number of events. The Foundation for Iranian Studies has a 

library on women with both a periodical and newspaper collection in both Persian and 

English including; a set of primary resource material on Iranian women dating back to pre-

revolutionary (http://fis-iran.org/). Bad Jens is an English online magazine mainly 

addressing readers outside Iran. It provides information about the gap between activists 

http://fis-iran.org/
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and academics both inside and outside the country. The publication started in 2000, and 

it offers many exclusive interviews and articles with activists before and after the 

revolution (http://www.badjens.com). Change for Equality serves as a catalyst for 

improving the lives of women through communication, legislation and increased public 

activism. It started working after the peaceful protest in June 2006. This website provides 

information in a range of different languages (http://www.campaignforequality.info). The 

Iran Chamber Society is a journal written in English that covers various topics, and it offers 

a review of Iranian feminist scholarships and examines feminist and social movements 

(http://www.iranchamber.com/index.php.    

 

The “Institute for humanities and cultural studies” is a research-based institute which 

contains resources, for example, books, articles, images, documents, scholarly essays, 

commentaries, and bibliographies (http://www.ihcs.ac.ir/Pages/Features/Home.aspx). 

Zannegaar, the monthly online Persian journal of women’s studies, is published by the 

Institute of War and Peace Reporting. It seeks to build a comprehensive knowledge 

platform for the Iranian community of activists (http://zannegaar.net). The Feminist 

School web site is one of the most valuable sources of information on the Iranian 

movement created by contemporary Iranian women activists. It is a website with 

information and plenty of commitment to all things feminist: activism, women's health, 

and art. The site also provides information on women's movements in different countries 

(http://www.feministschool.com). Bidarzani includes information on women’s rights and 

women’s struggle in favor of equal rights. It discusses the historical image and the life of 

female programmers and the stereotypes (http://bidarzani.com/). Avaye Zan, an online 

version of a journal for the discussion of gender and representation, includes articles and 

other resources (http://avayezan.org/). This wide range of primary materials has allowed 

me to gather together both the historical and contemporary narratives related to 

women’s activism. This data has provided me with the necessary empirical material 

required for the analysis for the research study.   

 

Discourse Analysis 

While there are different methods to analyze data for this thesis, I have adopted the 

critical discourse analysis since it is the most useful method to analyze documents and 

http://www.badjens.com/
http://www.campaignforequality.info/
http://www.iranchamber.com/index.php
http://www.ihcs.ac.ir/Pages/Features/Home.aspx
http://zannegaar.net/
http://www.feministschool.com/
http://bidarzani.com/
http://avayezan.org/
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newspaper articles (B. Klandermans & Staggenborg, 2002). This method enables 

researchers to reveal a collective identity that is formed and represented among the 

participants in opposition to the repressive discourses, to connect to the social world that 

is constructed in the text, and to unveil the kinds of conflicts and the acts of resistance 

that are associated with the participants (Fina, 2006). Researchers do not have direct 

access to activists’ lived experiences; rather, they have access to the representations and 

articulations of their experiences constructed in opposition to the dominant groups in the 

documents (Fina, 2006). It is argued that the participants build shared representations 

about who they are, by creating stories which not only represent their social worlds, the 

stories but also present the way they establish themselves as members of particular 

groups through connecting their experiences (Fina, 2006). 

  

Applied to social movements, critical discourse analysis focuses on a text as a site of 

meaning production. Such a text refers to “manifestos, records of debates at the meeting, 

actions of political demonstrations, newspaper, slogans, speech, and so on” (Jahnston, 

2002, p. 67) which might be produced by three different levels of actors. The first level is 

“the individual production of text and speech by participants and activists” (Jahnston, 

2002, p. 68). Key texts are those produced by actors occupying a place in networks, such 

as biographies (Jahnston, 2002, p. 69). The second level is the submerged networks 

discourse. This level is reflective of the discursive elements that resonate with the large 

populace. The analysis must choose texts that are representative of submerged groups, 

that is, texts which are produced by the movement leaders and intellectuals and are taken 

as key texts. The third level refers to texts that are representative of a movement. Thus, 

to describe these discourses, I must choose texts that are representative, such as 

documents that are recognized as definitive of women’s movements in Iran (Jahnston, 

2002, p. 68). 

 

Existing Research 

While there is a wealth of literature on social movements in Europe, North America, and 

Latin America, little research has been conducted on social movements in the Middle East 

(Beinin & Vairel, 2011). The existing literature on social movements in the Middle East can 

be categorized into two groups. The first group consists of those that are inspired by 
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orientalist assumptions (Lewis, 2004; McDonald, 2006). They characterize movements in 

the Middle East as antithetical to the civil principles that are embodied within a 

democracy. Bernard Lewis (2004) sees the “march of Muslim rage” as a product of the 

failure of Islam as a religion and Islamic societies to embrace modernity. As Kevin 

MacDonald has argued, the account of Islam as the failed “other” taps a deep vein in 

western culture (McDonald, 2006, p. 170). These scholars use a completely different set 

of theoretical tools to make sense of social movements in Middle Eastern countries (G. 

Robinson, 2004, p. 136). Orientalist scholars including Bernard Lewis and McDonald have 

not explained particularly well the various forms of activism, particularly the struggle 

against social exclusion in these countries (Lewis, 2004; McDonald, 2006). Post-Islamic 

movements exemplify a new style of the Islamic movement, and they never called for a 

“return to pre-modern conditions” (Esposito, 1996). Post-Islamism strives to develop an 

“alternative modernity” (Bayat, 2007b, p. 19) while “it critically reinvents and reforms 

tradition” (M. Mahdavi, 2014, p. 49).   

 

The second group of western scholars consider Islamic activists as “normal” social actors 

who have strategies, tactics, and resources; they have used the social movement theory 

in order to study the Islamic social movements (see Clark, 2004; Munson, 2001; Wickham, 

2002). They have conceptualized social movements as Islamic social movements (Beinin 

& Vairel, 2011, p. 3). Applying social movement theory to Islamic social movements has 

not only helped researchers to better understand and explain the relationship between 

religiosity and society in contemporary the Middle East it has but also helped to de-

orientalize Islamic groups by pointing to features groups share with other social 

movements around the world, violent and non-violent alike and (J. Clark, 2004; Munson, 

2001; Wickham, 2002). Clark (2004) utilizes the resource mobilization theory by looking 

at the role of the Islamic charitable institution and the effects on society it has, with 

respect to the social and political impact it has. Clark repudiates the assumption that 

Islamic networks in Cairo, Yemen, and Jordan are directed at providing services for the 

poor; instead, they serve to strengthen an Islamic social movement by drawing in new 

adherents. Form a similar perspective, Wickham (2002) explains how Egyptian Islamists 

(Muslim Brotherhood) provide tangible resources for mobilization through Islamic 

institutions. In addition, Munson (2001) applies the social movement theory in the study 
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of Islamic social movements in Egypt. He utilizes the notion of political opportunity to 

explain the expansion of the Muslim Brotherhood.  

 

The paradoxical status of women in Iran and their activism has puzzled many Iranian 

scholars and researchers. This is due to the co-existence of the advancement in education 

and public life and the increase in the size of the political and economic power of extremist 

groups, which has led to the substantial amount of research on women’s activism in Iran 

(Bayat, 2010a; Mahdi, 2003; V. Moghadam, 2002).   

 

Consequently, the literature on women’s activism can be divided into three groups. 

Firstly, a number of Iranian scholars are inspired by resource mobilization and political 

process theories. These scholars argue that a women’s movement in Iran does not exist 

because Iranian activists lack independent organization, ideology, and leadership 

(Jalaeipour, 2003; Mahmoudian, 2003; V. Moghadam, 2003a, 2004). Moghadam believes 

that a notable characteristic of women’s activism in Iran is the absence of a sustained and 

systematic protest and lack of independent women’s organizations that allow women to 

articulate their demands, recruit members and supporters, and realize women’s rights (V. 

Moghadam, 2003a, 2004). Jalaeipour claims that the women’s movements happen in 

democratic countries because there are conditions that facilitate opportunities to act, 

whereas in authoritarian governments an independent and activist organization is 

precluded (Jalaeipour, 2003). Mohammad Mahmoudian explains that the lack of women’s 

access to the public sphere and the absence of collective activities are the main obstacles 

to the women’s movement (Mahmoudian, 2003). For these commentators (Jalaeipour, 

2003; Mahmoudian, 2003; V. Moghadam, 2003a, 2004), the strong state is the main 

impediment to the development of independent organizations, because the government 

is hostile to civil society and has discouraged the creation of women’s groups and 

organizations. This approach cannot provide adequate analytical leverage and an 

interpretive understanding of the women’s movement in Iran, and it fails to interrogate 

the more localized versions of women’s activism in Iran. More specifically this view has 

prevented an explanation of the new conflict in Iran. Women have moved to the center 

of contemporary conflict alongside other groups, such as students, ethnic and religious 

minorities. Even though women’s organizations are essential to these new forms of social 
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movements, this is not the only story about movements. Networks and communities are 

also an important component of social movements, such as women’s assemblies, from 

which the movements emerge and produce the political subjectivities and collective 

identities of those who are the actors within the movements  (Glynos & Howarth, 2007; 

Melucci, 1995, 1996; Polletta & Jasper, 2001). 

 

The second group, loosely inspired by the resistance theory, consider women as political 

actors who are repressed politically, stigmatized socially, and excluded culturally. The lack 

of collective action among Iranian women has pushed many Iranian scholars to point out 

the different types of activism (Bayat, 2010a; Hoodfar, 1999; Mahdi, 2004c; Poya, 1999). 

These scholars concentrate on the individual forms of actions and the resistance in the 

public and private spheres. Bayat claims that although Iranian activism lacks overt, 

deliberate, and collective mobilization, Iranian women can resist the state through their 

normal practices in their everyday lives (Bayat, 2010a). Also, Mahdi explains that Iranian 

women have adopted accommodation, negotiation, and resistance strategies to challenge 

the dominant power. However, these strategies have been individual and without a 

defined goal and direction (Mahdi, 2004c). Another type of activism according to Poya is 

a form of patriarchal bargaining, in other words, a kind of strategic patriarchal process has 

to be negotiated by women who are trying to regain their rights. Women with daily 

struggles combine elements of subversion, resistance, and accommodation (Poya, 1999). 

Furthermore, Hoodfar explains that Iranian women have responded to unwelcome state 

interferences in their choice of clothing by pursuing several tactics. She argues that 

fashion and makeup have become the most important tools for women to express their 

resistance (Hoodfar, 1999). As can be seen, these scholars concentrate on women’s non-

collective actions and resistance in the public and private sphere and have tended to 

overlook the possibility of a sense of shared purpose and solidarity among women. One 

of the main criticisms of this theory is that it focuses solely on the non-collective, covert 

and defensive actions of Iranian women, while Iranian women have been involved in 

collective and progressive actions.  

 

Finally, a number of studies by Iranian feminist scholars have made an intense inquiry into 

Islamic feminism and its features. Islamic feminism has been a subject of controversy and 
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disagreement from the advent in terms of its outcome (Mir-Hosseini, 2006c, 2009b, 2011; 

Hiadeh Moghissi, 1999; Mojab, 2001; Najmabadi, 1998; Shahidian, 2002b; N. Tohidi, 2003, 

2010b). This scholarship will be more intensively discussed in the body of the thesis, and 

at the same time, it is sufficient to note that the focus of this study is more about whether 

Islamic feminism can advance women’s rights and less about women’s activism. This 

scholarship also tends to overlook the established and diverse literature on social 

movements that already exist in sociology and politics. 

 

Consequently, the problem that drives this research is how Iranian women’s activism can 

be defined and measured in order to add to the literature on women’s social movements 

and produce a new interpretation by questioning existing literature. Where the state is 

unresponsive, its institutions are undemocratic, or its democracy is ill-designed to 

recognize and respond to citizen demands, the character of collective action will be 

decidedly different than under a strong and democratic system. It is argued that 

understanding women’s activism in Iran can be of great utility to researchers in this field 

because it will provide the feasibility of this approach in different political and societal 

contexts. Drawing on the literature mentioned above, I will explain the emergence of 

women’s movement in Iran and the way in which women have mobilized and engaged in 

collective action. This research will review the different ways Iranian women have 

resisted, acted, and moved beyond the limitations and restrictions imposed by the 

government and how women have used diverse strategies and tactics to pursue their 

aims.  

 

Thesis Outline 

Understanding the women’s discourse activism in Iran is essential to the understanding 

of an era of political life in Iran, noting how historical eras render specific ways of acting 

and thinking intelligible and plausible or how certain modes of acting and thinking become 

possible in particular periods (Vahabzadeh, 2010). My intention in chapter two is to 

contextualize the emergence, activities, and theories of women’s activities in Iran from 

encounters with the West in the 19th century to the Islamic Revolution in 1979. In the 

following chapter, in order to elaborate on the research question, chapter two engages 

with the era of prior to the Constitutional Revolution (1905) until Reza Shah 1921. It 
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analyses the events, such as the military defeat by Russia, in which the social order 

manifested certain dysfunctional and failing characteristics. It also explores how these 

dislocatory and disruptive events led to the emergence of social demands, such as 

education. It elaborates on the emergence of the first generation of women’s activism, 

such as Tahirih and those who mostly were involved in anti-imperialist activities before 

the Constitutional Revolution, for example, the Tobacco protests and constitutional 

activities. It provides an account of the activities of those women that led to the formation 

of the first women’s associations and networks, establishing schools for women, and 

publishing women’s magazines.   

 

Chapter three explores the modernization discourse from 1921 to 1979 by the Pahlavi 

dynasty in order to create his political project, building a modern nation-state. It 

elaborates the policies and practices regarding women that the Pahlavi dynasty devised 

and implemented to safeguard and reproduce a regime or practice. These practices and 

policies (dress-code policy, legal and educational policy) have been selected for their 

ability to shed light on an important aspect of the government’s projects. It includes an 

analysis of the counter-hegemonic movement that succeeded in mobilizing a considerable 

number of those excluded by the Western model of modernization and its technologies 

as they related to the body. It provides an account of the leftist and Islamist demands and 

an articulation of these demands within the Westoxication discourse which resulted in 

the establishment of Islamic Republic Iran.   

 

A key task in chapter four is to address, account for and analyze the formation and 

character of the Islamic Revolution. It elaborates on the political context within which 

women’s political identification changed, along with their political orientation and 

actions. It shows how the hegemonic order excluded those women from having their own 

representatives. The oppression that women suffered as a result of the Islamization and 

the war between Iran and Iraq is discussed. The government policies that played a 

significant role in changing the socio-demographic trends affecting the status and living 

condition of women are also examined.  
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Chapter five discusses the women’s presence in public spaces and explains how women 

act otherwise within the dominant norms without challenging the official rule of the 

government. It focuses on the activities of the women in the NGOs, cinema, sport, and 

women’s publications, and their attempt to question women’s public presence. It analyses 

these activities, and the public debate they generated, arguing that they play an essential 

role in making women’s claims visible in the late 1980s and 90s.  

 

Chapters six and seven focus on women making demands in a sustained fashion, such as 

lobbying, engaging with institutions, establishing women’s networks, and holding 

protests. Chapter six focuses on women’s involvement in formal politics, as elected and 

selected politicians, as new possibilities for the growth of women’s activism. It provides 

an account of women’s engagement with institutions and examines the questioning of 

the laws and policies in existing institutions. It brings to light the importance of struggles 

in the formal political institutions to transform the configuration of power within the 

institutional framework. Also, chapter seven provides an account of women’s 

involvement in informal politics, pursuing extra-parliamentary struggles and multiple 

forms of activism outside formal institutions. In other words, it explains the shift from an 

engagement with institutions to a withdrawal from institutions. The chapter focuses on 

alternative spaces, such as the Internet, that bypass the medium of physical space in order 

to build women’s networks.  It also provides an account of the way these women’s 

networks recruited members and supporters and formed coalitions to organize street 

demonstrations. 

 

Chapter eight provides an account of the numerous dislocations that women experienced, 

together with the political practices that they fostered. An analysis regarding how women 

reached a consensus and framed their grievances and demands despite their differences 

is included. It also explains how women became mobilized if their demands were not 

satisfied.  It focuses on their activities and women’s attempts to build a broader coalition 

in Iran. This chapter explains how women refuse to be governed by confrontation and 

struggle. It explores a range of confronting tactics, such as protest, strike, and refusal to 

follow an order. 

 



23 
 

In my concluding chapter, I reflect on how the theoretical framework of the thesis and the 

analysis of women’s activism have been able to address the question of women’s activism. 

Drawing on my analysis, I argue that women became visible despite the ongoing 

surveillance that existed. This chapter also explains the question of the form that women’s 

activism took in pre-revolutionary times in Iran and after the revolution. Furthermore, I 

present a summary with details that account for the government’s political policies 

regarding women. Finally, drawing on the theory, I argue and demonstrate how women’s 

activism has developed into a women’s movement.   
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Chapter Two: Iran Encountering the West  

This chapter seeks to present the genealogical basis for this investigation, exploring the 

emergence of women’s activism before the Constitutional Revolution in 1906. It takes as 

its starting point in the nineteenth-century and outlines the socioeconomic, political, and 

cultural changes that accompanied the European encroachment on Iran. The first section 

addresses Iran at the time of its military clashes with Russia in 1804 and explains changes 

that occurred. It describes the progress of social change for women over the course of the 

nineteenth century and highlights the impact of those changes on women and on ideas 

about women. Hence, in the first part of the chapter, the focus is on the historical events 

that affected the Iranian community as dislocatory events in which Iranian people 

experienced a sense of frustration and anger. Furthermore, it analyzes how public 

discount the situation which led to severe riots, threatening the stability of the 

government. This part also looks at the role women played in terms of crowd protest, 

Tobacco protest, creating the rally by women alone or another type of riot in which 

women collaborated closely with men.  

  

In the second section, the focus shifts to the Constitutional Revolution and the role of 

women and its subsequent influence. It emphasizes the strength of their involvement in 

political battles. This second section also outlines the presence of women in public after 

the Constitutional Revolution in 1906. It next traces the social organizations pertaining to 

women, explaining how these changes affected women and led to a significant debate on 

the women and the emergence of a new discourse on women. The aim of this chapter is 

to identify the origins of women’s activism.  

 

Before the Constitutional Revolution  

Most studies have depicted Iran in nineteenth-century as a chaotic social canvas in which 

Iranian women were at a specific disadvantage compared to men (Afary, 2009; V. Martin, 

2005). During this period, women were confined to the private sphere of home, and they 

were excluded from the public field assigned to men. Women were not allowed to go out 

of their homes. A large number of girls were excluded, and only a few girls who were 

daughters of aristocrats or politically influential elites were allowed to participate in these 
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schools. The literacy rate was low (around five percent), and the rate among women was 

lower (Najmabadi, 1987; Shahvar, 2013). As Bibi Khanum Astarabadi wrote “Behind the 

closed doors at home, prohibited from everything in life, education, training and social 

life, women are regarded as mindless, like infants; they are confined to the burdens of 

household work and childbearing and are considered the slaves and servants of their 

husbands” (quoted in Sedghi, 2007, p. 25).  

 

However, the increasing link between Iran and European countries in the 19th century 

made Iranian realize the need to modernize the country. There is no doubt that the 

military clashes with Russia, one of the two Western powers bordering Iran, in 1804–13 

and 1826–8 represented a watershed moment, which had a significant effect on all of the 

elements of Iranian collective life. Russia defeated Iran, and Iran was forced to sign two 

treaties, the Treaty of Gulistan and the Treaty of Turkmanchi. Under these treaties, Iran 

lost a large part of its territory to Russia and recognized and granted economic 

concessions for Russian subjects and property in Iran (Daniel, 2012; Fisher, Avery, Hambly, 

& Melville, 1991, p. 334). The defeat of the Iranian military by Russia and Britain and the 

penetration and growing influence of those powers resulted in the humiliations, despairs, 

and alienations of Iranian people. The reformers felt the need for new mores that could 

address the emergent problems, identifying with a new paradigm and discourse. They 

engaged in activism, demanded changes, first in the area where that defeat was felt, 

namely the army, and soon it moved into other fields including religion, politics, culture 

and especially education. The education of people emerged as an important project 

because reformers considered that the people’s lack of modern education was a 

significant obstacle to the progress of the country (Mirsepassi, 2011; Najmabadi, 1987, 

2005).  

 

As mentioned, the increasing link between Iran and the European countries led to a push 

for reform in Iran’s traditional educational system, as part of a general programme for 

change. Many Iranian travelers visited European schools and often reported, with 

admiration and astonishment, on educational institutions, especially, schools for girls, 

considering schools as “human manufactories” (Najmabadi, 2005, p. 182). Hence, modern 
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education became a symbol of progress in Iran. The reformers, mostly Qajar elite and 

intellectuals, such as Mirza Saleh Shirazi, mainly in England in the 1810s and Mostafa 

Afshar, in the Russia 1820s, regarded Western-Style schools as the cause of West’s 

superiority over Iran and other Muslim societies (Shahvar, 2013). They believed the 

traditional educational system was inadequate in response to the new social realities, in 

part because it was based on teaching by a clergyman, who often had no formal training 

in educational methods (Banani, 1961, pp. 85–86). Pupils learned the Quran and sacred 

texts and moral lessons and sometimes literature and writing in mosques, or particular 

places, known as maktab and madrassa (Paivandi, 2013). Hence, during the nineteenth 

century in Iran, the demand for Western-style schools increased. Moreover, demand for 

women’s education which had been absent from Iranian society emerged, and elite 

women expressed their demands for education. However, the demand for Western 

educational methods faced enormous challenges from the government and clerics who 

feared the political implications of modern education and ideas on predominantly Shia 

people (Mirsepassi, 2011; Shavarini, 2005). 

 

Most of the scholarly literature on women’s education focused on the first Muslim girls’ 

school formed during the Constitutional Revolution in 1905 and overlooked the work of a 

missionary and minority religious school in steering Iranian women toward the demand 

for the new right (Bamdad, 1977; Rezai-Rashti, 2011a; Turabi Farsani, 1999). From the 

early 19th century, the modern school in Iran was born and run primarily by American and 

European missionaries and religious minorities. These schools offered education based on 

American and European education (Ahmed, 2013, p. 80). The first school for girls was 

established in 1838 by the American missionaries. These kinds of schools expanded during 

the 19th century in Tehran and other major cities by American and European missionaries. 

Despite their religious goals, they allowed Muslim girls to attend and enroll in their schools 

(Rezai-Rashti, 2011b; Turabi Farsani, 1999). They taught Iranian girls monogamy and a 

focus on hygiene, nurturing of the family, and loyalty to one’s husband (Afary, 2009, p. 

128). 
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Initially, the state had no interest in educating people since it feared the political 

implications of modern education and ideas on predominantly Shia people (Shahvar, 

2013). However, later, the government sent groups of students to Europe (England) for a 

western education to acquire the skills and knowledge of the new world. On their return, 

those students imported new ideas into Iran, and as such, the foundation of the modern 

schools had the effect of creating social change (Mirsepassi, 2011, p. 169). These modern 

schools not only threatened the traditional educational system but also became a medium 

through which Western culture was spread. Also, many of the students of modern 

educational institutions became influential in shaping the Constitutional Revolution 

(Amanat & Vejdani, 2012; Mirsepassi, 2011).  

 

Chiefly, the encounter with the West led to a gradual paradigm shift, which was produced 

by the dislocation of traditional social relations. The new situation set in motion the 

practices and events that shook not only the government but also the dominant discourse 

on women’s issues. The condition inside Iran toward reform created opportunities for the 

people to push hard towards a more severe and extensive change, which led to creating 

the condition for the rise of new social activism. In other words, the new situation created 

a unique capacity for women to act differently, becoming involved in politics (Stavrakakis, 

2000).       

 

Women’s Political Activism 

There are only a few studies that focus on women’s condition before the Constitutional 

Revolution that began in 1905. Most of the scholarly literature points to the turn of the 

twentieth century and, specifically, the period of the Constitutional Revolution 1905-1911 

as the root of the women’s movement in Iran (Arasteh, 1962; Bahar, 1983; Bamdad, 

1977). Arasteh states that Iranian women “confined themselves to their home, leaving 

home only go to the bath, the mosque, or to visit friends” (Arasteh, 1962, p. 5). Bamdad 

describes women as “poor creatures, powerless dolls,” excluded from society before the 

constitutional revolution in 1905 (quoted in McElrone, 2005, p. 298). Similarly, Bahar 

describes the years before the Constitutional Revolution as a time when “women’s 

activities were limited to the household” (quoted in McElrone, 2005, p. 299). She stated 
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that the Constitutional Revolution was the first time women participated in public action 

alongside men. This image belies the complexity of women’s agency in Iran. According to 

these narratives, there was almost no women’s activism before the Constitutional 

Revolution (McElrone, 2005, p. 298). 

 

However, despite the appearance of strict enforcement of patriarchy and the policing of 

gender boundaries, women were not entirely absent from nineteenth-century strikes and 

were sometimes crucial participants. Aristocratic Qajar women along with some ordinary 

women were involved in openly political activities before the Constitutional Revolution. 

They played a significant role in politics, such as criticizing the tradition that the Qajar 

represented and presenting their alternative vision of Iranian society, with some even 

being active in armed rebellion (Afary, 1989; Dabashi, 2001; Mahdi, 2004b). I will focus on 

these early women activists in the next section. 

 

Tahirih as a Feminine Presence 

Tahirih’s actions have been regarded as marking the beginning of women’s activism in 

Iran. She was the first prominent female figure in Iran during the nineteen century before 

the Constitutional Revolution (Amanat, 2009a; F. Milani, 2011; Moallem, 2005). As 

Dabashi explains, she established a “feminine presence” in Iranian policy during her 

activities in the mid-nineteen century (Dabashi, 2001, p. 218).  

 

An early challenge by women to traditional norms and seclusion in Iran is usually placed 

in the year 1848 at the time Tahirih appeared at a meeting of Babis in Badasht. There, she 

removed her veil and appeared in an assemblage of men and women during the gathering 

of Badasht, where the conversation between men and women was unacceptable. Hence, 

appearing unveiled in public at that time was not only rare it but also a gesture of 

relentless revolt. As Abbas Amanat points out she was probably the first Muslim woman 

in the modern era to unveil in a public space and to demand inclusion within segregated 

society – reportedly while speaking to a male audience (Amanat, 2009a, p. 57).  

 

Tahirih was an advocate of the new religion, rejecting many social taboos against women’s 

participation in society. She was radical in her interpretation of Babism and insisted that 
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Islamic Law should not be extended any longer as binding upon Babis. Hence, she created 

a controversy within the Babi community to such an extent that it split the Babi 

community, between the more conservative and her own circle of supporters and she 

became the leader, known as the Qorratiyeh, which stimulated religious innovation and 

social protest in Iran and Iraq against both the Qajar and Ottomans (Dabashi, 2001; F. 

Milani, 1992, p. 95). The majority of clerical students and merchants supported her. Her 

activities led to her expulsion from Iraq by Ottoman Empire. They sent her back to Iran 

after she sparked off disturbances in Karbala by her more radical and challenging 

behavior. For example, during the month of Muharram, she excited Shia reaction by 

dressing in lively colors and appearing unveiled to celebrate the birthday of Bob, while 

Shia donned mourning clothes to commemorate the martyrdom of Imam Hussain. It 

provoked those conservative religious groups in Karbala who thought her activities were 

far beyond their imagination (Dabashi, 2011a, p. 185; Joseph & Naǧmābādī, 2003b). After 

her arrival in Iran, she refused her husband’s demands that she return to his living 

quarters. She told her father that she considered her marriage unilaterally dissolved. She 

took the initiative of pronouncing the divorce herself. (Āfāqī & Jasion, 2004, pp. 133–134). 

No doubt, this aroused “the enmity of non-Babis and controversy with the Qurratul-Ayne 

more cautious co-religionists” (P. Smith, 1993, p. 47).  

 

Chiefly, Tahirih represented a break with the culture which reinforced a social hierarchy 

by the ordering of women’s place, roles, and identities within society. She declined to be 

pinned down within the limits of the prevailing cultural norms in which intervention in the 

performance and perpetuation of the particular forms of femininity were imprinted on 

the female’s body (May, 2010; Moallem, 2005, p. 70). She openly and publicly challenged 

the society that kept “women’s body, voice, the point of view, sensibility, and knowledge 

trapped in the private realm of home and family” (F. Milani, 2011, p. 112). She also 

criticized the government and religious institutions for promoting a culture of segregation, 

social injustice, and moral mischief. She sought to destabilize the fixed identities and 

authoritarian structure, such as the family by making the drastic transition from the 

“andarum,” the private interior space of the traditional Iranian family home occupied by 

the women and children, into the public space. However, her political life did not last long, 
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the government killed her in 1852, and her stories began to circulate at large (Amanat, 

2009a; Dabashi, 2001; F. Milani, 2011; Moallem, 2005).  

 

Tahirih was killed in 1852 for her social and political activities. However, her legacy and 

her activism continued to influence many Iranian intellectuals who wrote against 

women’s subjection in the private sphere of the family and their exclusion from civil 

society and condemned the veiling practice (Dabashi, 2001; F. Milani, 2011). Overall, 

Tahirih and other Iranian intellectuals, including Bibi Khnum Astarabdi and Taj al-Saltaneh, 

helped to pave the way for the emergence of the women’s activism, partly because they 

helped women enormously to articulate their demands and to fight for their rights.  

 

Tobacco Protest 1891-1892 

More extensive involvement of women in the public space happened during the Tobacco 

Protest of 1892, in which women collectively rallied in the street, against the Shah. It was 

the first emergence of an organized political opposition in which women, as a distinct 

group, played a significant role in the repeal of the tobacco concession (Paidar, 1995, p. 

51; Sedghi, 2007, p. 41; Teymouri, 1982). In 1891, the government signed a contract with 

a British company for a full monopoly over the production, sale, and export of tobacco for 

fifty years. The government forced tobacco producers to sell their products to a British 

company (Amin, 2002; Keddie, 1969, p. 45). The concession threatened the profits of the 

domestic business. Hence the protest started against the government. At first, the Grand 

Ayatollah Shirazi, a religious leader wrote to the Shah that the grant of the monopoly was 

contrary to Islamic law. He also issued a fatwa (Islamic decree) forbidding Iranian people 

from smoking tobacco. According to this fatwa, Iranians from everywhere abandoned 

smoking and the bazaars closed (Lambton, 1965, p. 145).  

 

People then began their passive resistance against the Shah. They stopped smoking, one 

of the most consumed product in Iran at the time (Etemad Al-Salṭana, 1890). At the peak 

of the protest, the Shah sought to convince and coerce people to end their rebellion. Many 

people were arrested and harassed during the demonstrations and riots. In Tehran, 

several people were killed as the Shah gave the order to his police force to shoot 
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protesters. However, people did not give up and continued their resistance. Women along 

with men participated in this movement from the beginning to the end in which they 

crossed the gendered boundaries and social norms (Abrahamian, 1982; Mahdi, 2004a; 

Mirsepassi, 2011; Moaddel, 1992). 

  

Women began to march toward the King’s palace. As they passed through the bazaar, 

these women closed the shops. As a result, the bazaar closed, which was, of course, 

significant in Iran’s history (Teymouri, 1982). One woman, Zainab Pasha, was an organizer 

of the women’s opposition from Tabriz. She led a widespread opposition against the 

governor. She organized a group of armed and veiled women in the bazaar who attacked 

the government warehouse. Their protest shut the market down (Teymouri, 1982, p. 10). 

Further, Iranian women charged forward, calling on their husbands to reject the 

concession. Even the women in the Shah's harem (the royal family) rose up against the 

tobacco concession, breaking their water pipes in front of the king, and resisted his 

absolutism (Ettehadieh, 2012, p. 333). For instance, Anis al-dowleh, the Shah’s wife, 

helped spread the riots and participated in the Tobacco Protest which was against her 

husband’s policy. She was among the most prominent facilitators of the resistance. For 

instance, when the Shah disregarded the fatwa and continued to smoke his water pipe, 

his wife told him “the man that legalized our marriage has now made it null and void 

through this decree” (Torab, 2007, p. 35). She thereby withheld sexual favors from her 

husband as a way to induce him to comply with the decree and also with her own wishes. 

The concession finally was canceled, forcing the Shah to annul the concession (Sedghi, 

2007, p. 41).  

 

The Tobacco Protest (1891-1892) that included women marching against foreign 

imperialism represented the women’s first public political protest. However, the social 

structure of society did not allow women to take advantage of this event because the vast 

majority of Iranian women were illiterate and politically inarticulate (Ettehadieh, 2012). 

However, the success of the movement (revoking Tobacco concession) emboldened some 

women activists to bring women’s demands in public. These women became aware of and 

fought against their own oppressed conditions, and they actively participated in the 

Constitutional Revolution (Ettehadieh, 2012; V. Martin, 2005). According to Abrahamian, 
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the Tobacco Protest was to be interpreted “as a dress rehearsal for the forthcoming 

Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1911” (Abrahamian, 1982, p. 73). It also paved the way 

for other upcoming protests, the National Front Movement (1951-53) and the Islamic 

Revolution in 1979. 

 

The Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1921 

The Constitutional Revolution, at the turn of the century, was the first Iranian revolution 

in which diverse demands were articulated with some unity, aimed at establishing a 

parliament, limiting the king‘s power and enacting the law. In other words, the 

Constitutional Revolution in Iran was an expression of nationalism that aimed at the 

destruction of despotism (Afary, 1996; H. Esfandiari, 1997; Faiz Samadzadeh, 1989). As 

Lord Curzon (1892, p. 432), the first nineteenth-century envoy from Britain, wrote:  

He [King] appoints and may dismiss all ministers, officers, officials, and 

judges. Over his own family and household, and over civil or military functionaries 

in his employ he has the power of life and death without the reference to any 

tribunal.  The property of any such individual, if disgraced or executed, reverts to 

him. The right to take life, in any case, is vested in him alone but can be delegated 

to governors or deputies. All property, not previously granted by the crown or 

purchased — all property in fact to which a legal title cannot be established — 

belongs to him, and can be disposed of at his pleasure. All rights or privileges, such 

as the making of public works, the working of mines, the institution of telegraphs, 

roads, railroads, tramways, the exploitation, in fact, of any of the resources of the 

country, are vested in him, and must be purchased from him before they can be 

assumed by others.  

 

Iran entered the twentieth century with its political order on the verge of a complete 

breakdown and bankruptcy (Arjomand, 1988, p. 16). The protest began over economic, 

social and political grievances. A coalition was formed by the clergy, merchants, and urban 

middle- and upper-class women against the Qajar despotism. They demanded a 

parliament and a constitution (Abrahamian, 1982; Afary, 1989; V. Martin, 2005). However, 
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some scholars including Bakhash (1978), Amanat (1997), and Algar (1980) have 

concentrated on the role of the elite and have paid less attention to the role of ordinary 

people, especially women, who were involved in the Constitutional Revolution  (Afary, 

2009; Ettehadieh, 2004). Women actively participated in all of the gatherings and 

demonstrations for a constitutional government from the earliest stage of the protest. 

They facilitated the demonstrations, lent their moral and financial support to the 

constitutionalists, and occasionally even defended them physically against the forces of 

the Shah (Afary, 2009, p. 125).  Shuster, the American financial advisor to the government, 

regarded Iranian women as fundamentally sympathetic to Iran’s Constitutional 

Revolution: “the Persian women had become almost at a bound the most progressive, not 

to say radical, in the world” (quoted in Afary, 1989, p. 65). 

 

The women’s first public political protest in the twentieth century emerged during the 

Constitutional Revolution in Tehran in June 1905, as a group of women attacked the 

Shah’s carriage while clerics took sanctuary at a shrine just south of Tehran. They cried 

out for justice and warned the Shah of severe consequences to the government's 

disrespectful treatment of the clerics. Moreover, while protesters took refuge in the 

British Embassy in 1906, many women were among them (Nazim al-Islam Kirmani, 1978, 

p. 361). 

 

Despite women’s contributions to the Constitutional revolution, women’s issues were 

neglected, if not forgotten entirely, by the “National Consultative Assembly" (Majles-e 

Shura-ye Melli). The Iranian Constitution of 1906 banned women from voting and from 

being elected to the Majles. At no time during the First Majles (from August 1906 to June 

1908) were women’s issues questioned or debated (Abrahamian, 2008, p. 44; Afary, 

1996). However, the Constitutional Revolution was a significant step for Iranian women, 

and it served as a catalyst to boost women’s political involvement (Afary, 1996). The 

Constitutional Revolution can be viewed as the considerable manifestation of Iranian 

women’s activism.  
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Women’s Political Activities 

Following the victory of the revolution in 1906, the progressive atmosphere helped 

educated women to form women’s associations and create journals which campaigned in 

favor of greater rights for women. It was first the educated and intellectual women that 

initiated an extensive criticism of certain social practices, such as polygamy, the 

mistreatment of women, and seclusion from the earliest moments of the Constitutional 

Revolution. 

 

Bibi Khanum Astarabadi was one of the pioneering figures in expressing women’s issues. 

She also became a leading constitutionalist and the founder of the new school for girls in 

1906 (Afary, 2009). Even though she was not like Tahirih with revolutionary ideas, she was 

aware of women‘s rights to some extent since she warned women to “emancipate 

yourself as soon as possible. Before you know it you are old and surrounded by children” 

(quoted in Dabashi, 2001, p. 218). Her 1894 book, Ma'ayib al-Rijal (Vices of Men) was a 

response to Tadib al-Nisvan (Discipling Women), which was a misogynous text about how 

men treat their wives and what to teach their daughters so that they would become good 

wives (Najmabadi, 1993). Her book expressed the feminine voice of Iranian policy. She 

criticized the society in which women “are prohibited from everything in life, education, 

training, and social life, women, are regarded as mindless, like infants; they are confined 

to the burdens of household work and childbearing and are considered the slaves and 

servants of their husbands,”(Sedghi, 2007, p. 25). Bibi Khanum Astarabadi openly opposed 

the promoted male supremacy and the patriarchal practices that barred women from the 

acquisition of knowledge and access to the country‘s social and economic resources 

(Joseph & Najmabadi, 2003, p. 639). Astarabadi also asked who was to blame for the 

backwardness and corruption in society. Since women had held no political clout and had 

been banned from serving in government, men were at fault for the corruption in Iran 

(Paidar, 1995, p. 49).  

 

Taj al-Saltaneh, a member of a Qajar aristocratic family, also wrote about the women’s 

rights. Taj al-Saltaneh had gravitated toward constitutionalism and believed that 

“constitutionalism is to fulfill the conditions of freedom and progress for a nation without 

ulterior motives and treachery” (quoted in Omid, 1994, p. 14). She also became interested 
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in women’s issues. In her classic memoir; she wrote that “I am sad and depressed that the 

women of Iran are not aware of their rights and are not fulfilling their duties as human 

beings” (quoted in S. Mahdavi, 1987, pp. 189–190). Taj al-Saltaneh also was active in the 

society for the freedom of women. She was concerned about the position of women in 

society, and in her public discussion, she addressed controversial issues, such as 

polygamy, prostitution, veiling, arranged marriage and she explained that many problems 

of society arose from the veiling (Afary, 1996; V. Moghadam, 2000). She argued that the 

income of the working-class family was not adequate to cover necessary household 

expenses. As a result, working-class women were involved in prostitution to support their 

family. However, if the veil was removed, they could earn a living in an honorable way, 

and women could live in comfort and dignity (Afary, 1996, p. 196). 

 

In sum, the early criticisms about the plight of women were echoed in the efforts and 

writings of the elite and educated women. They criticized the views supporting the 

structure of the patriarchal culture and pressed for women’s rights. However, they 

encountered severe obstacles from conservative groups who believed that these ideas 

regarding women’s issues were incompatible with Islam (Najmabadi, 1991). 

 

Following the victory of the revolution in 1906, women became more visible in some 

spheres of society through their participation in constitutionalist activities and by forming 

associations while women were at a definite disadvantage compared to men. For 

instance, women were not allowed to go out of their home, if it was possible, women who 

wanted to go out had to have a guard to walk to the other side of the street; and the men 

and women did not have the right to sit together in a carriage even if they were mothers 

and sons or brother or sister (Sanasarian, 1982; Shuster, 1912).  

 

During the revolutionary period, a new form of the political community became active in 

Iranian social politics. Elite and educated women shaped many secret or semi-secret 

associations (Anjuman) and actively contributed to the political debate in the country to 

campaign in favor of more significant women’s rights (Afary, 1989, 1996). The idea of 

women’s Anjuman came first from a number of men and women who had traveled to the 

West. Influenced by the ideas of western culture, they saw the need for the creation of 
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an assembly in which women would learn how to be involved in social issues. Finally,  they 

established a secret organization,  Anjuman -e Horriat nesvan (Organization for Freedom 

of Women), in 1906 (Bamdad, 1977). Anjuman was a mixed organization, which had 60 

female members, and men were not allowed to attend unless they were accompanied by 

a female relative. The focus of the Anjuman was the position of the women in society, and 

they sought to provide a setting in which women could share personal problems, 

experiences, and feelings (Paidar, 1995, pp. 67–68). Another organization was Anjuman -

e Mokhaddarrat-e Vatan (Organization of Women of the Homeland), founded in 1911 by 

Agha Baygum Khanum (Najmabadi, 2005). The Anjuman organized several 

demonstrations in Tehran in defense of revolution and also demanded that the Majles 

resist the foreign power, such as Russia and Britain. Many of them blamed an external 

factor rather than an internal element for women’s condition in Iran. They wrote a letter 

to the Russian government, protesting against its imperialistic deeds in Iran (Bamdad, 

1977, pp. 35–36).  

 

One of the most significant associations was Anjuman-e Nesvan-e Vatankhah (Patriotic 

Women’s Association), which was established by Mohtaram Eskandari, a Qajar Princess 

who was married to Soleyman Eskandari, the prominent socialist leader in 1922. Hence, 

it was likely that a considerable number of its member had leftists tendencies (Ettehadieh, 

2004). The main issues of the Anjuman were veiling, child marriage, polygamy, and 

political rights. They also advocated for “women’s emancipation both in private and in 

public by publishing a journal, and opening schools for women” (Sedghi, 2007, p. 78). They 

organized classes for women to teach them how to write and read. They also arranged 

protests, such as burning booklets against women’s rights that had been written by the 

clergy (Sanasarian, 1982). During its campaign for women’s rights, the Anjuman 

encountered obstacles, such as attacks by people who had been inspired by the clergy 

and they encountered pressure from the government (Paidar, 1995, p. 96). Finally, 

Anjuman-e Nesvan-e Vatankhah (Patriotic Women’s Association) was published its own 

newspaper in 1923.  

 

Chiefly, these secret or semi-secret networks and associations served as a significant 

medium for women to share their personal problems, challenges and feelings and gave 



38 
 

them the chance to articulate their experiences. Anjuman helped the growing visibility of 

women in the public realm. They created a new kind of public space that realized the 

potential of women for organizing political activities. Women also used Anjumans as a 

medium for bringing women’s issues to the public area (Afary, 1996).  

 

Women become even more visible by establishing schools for students, writing in the 

press, and publishing women’s magazines. After the victory of the revolution, women’s 

education was at the center of their activities. However, many clerics opposed the 

educational reform movement. The opposition argued that the establishment of schools 

for girls was an example of the abrogation of the law of God, and the “corruption will 

spread in society like the plague if we allow girls and boys to go to school” (Najmabadi, 

1998, p. 53). For example, before the victory of the Constitutional Revolution, the first 

attempt to open a school for Muslim girls faced strong opposition. The founder, Mirza 

Hassan Roshdiyeh, had to shut it after four days in 1903 because a  fatwa was issued by a 

religious leader (Ettehadieh, 2004, p. 93). 

 

However, with the victory of the Constitutional Revolution, many of the intelligentsia 

began to support women’s education, considering it as necessary and even as a 

fundamental factor for improving women’s condition in society (Shahvar, 2013, p. 56). 

Such views were voiced by members of the male intelligentsia, such as Akhondzadeh, 

considering women’s literacy as a central problem of the Islamic country (Najmabadi, 

2005) and also by the educated females, such as Bibi Khanum Astarabadi, a founder of the 

new school for girls in 1906. She expressed in her book Vices of Men, 1894, appearing in 

newspapers during the Constitutional Revolution 1906,  that “ if they [i.e., people] need 

to be educated, [then] all [i.e., men and women] should be educated” (Shahvar, 2013, p. 

14). Finally, three years later, a first girls’ school was established in 1906-1907, while in 

1906, the passage of an educational act made education through the six grade compulsory 

for boys and girls (Arasteh, 1962, p. 56; Matthee, 1993, p. 315).  

 

Bibi Khanum Astarabadi founded a school in Tehran for girls named Madrasihi-e 

Dukhtaranih-e Milli-e Dushizigan (The School Girls). However, Astarabadi had to close it 

with the advice of The Ministry of Education (Shahvar, 2013, p. 56). Finally, in 1907, 
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Namous (Honour), the first school for Iranian Muslim women was established by Toubi 

Azmoudeh in Tehran. The school was allowed to stay open because the name seemed 

designed to assure other Iranian Muslims of their good intentions and to counter the 

missionary presence in Iran (Amin, 2002, p. 146). Another school for women was opened 

by Safiyeh Yazdi, the wife of one of the most well-known clergy in Tehran (Bamdad, 1968). 

She also lectured at the school about women’s rights and trained sixty-six young women, 

some of whom became teachers and principals of future schools (Afary, 1996).  At first, 

women were not only in charge of girls’ education, they but also were the founders of 

schools for girls. The following years witnessed a rapid expansion of such schools in Iran. 

According to one study, between 1907 and 1913 more than 60 schools for girls with close 

to 2,500 students were created in Tehran (Sreberny & Khiabany, 2010, p. 156). 

 

Education was a battleground between the two competing discourses. Hence, girls’ 

schools faced hostile attack, and many conservatives sought to close down the new 

educational system. However, reformers saw women’s education as a symbol of women’s 

emancipation. They defended girls’ rights to education and explained the benefits of 

education for women. Educated women also wrote in the press on women’s education, 

organized fundraising events, and provided free education for girls. In general, these kinds 

of schools in Iran were presented as an opportunity for women community to emerge and 

expand and allowed them to join the collaborative effort (Amin, 2002; Bamdad, 1977; 

Shahvar, 2013).  

 

Women’s journals were another means by which women challenged the conservative 

views about women and pressed for women’s rights. The emergence of women’s journals 

was an essential outcome of political and social change at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. Such transformation brought with it the birth of urban mass politics and women’s 

activism. From 1910 to early 1920, women published and edited at least thirteen journals 

(Sedghi, 2007).  

 

The first known women’s journal, founded in 1910, was an eight-page weekly titled 

Danesh (knowledge) and was edited by a woman activist, Dr.Kahhal. It aimed at “the 

awakening of masses of women” (Sedghi, 2007, p. 55) by addressing women’s concerns 
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and their problems in Iran, such as morality, child–rearing and domestic sciences. Also, it 

was careful about the politics and policies of the country as it emphasized in its legend “it 

will not say a word on national politics” (Najmabadi, 2005, p. 202). However, women’s 

education was the main issue of Danesh, and there is a clear record of women voicing 

their opinions about their earliest days of their participation in the press (Amin, 2002, p. 

40). After one year, the newspaper was closed with only 30 issues (Sreberny & Khiabany, 

2010, p. 184). In 1913, a new fortnightly pictorial entitled Shukofeh (Blossom) was 

launched, and it lasted until the death of its editor (Mozayan of-saltaneh), an active 

educator, who established three elementary schools and one vocational school for girls 

(Najmabadi, 2005, p. 205). The journal was concerned with issues that directly affected 

women, such as publishing “literature, education, child marriage, housekeeping, women’s 

morals and superstition among women” (Sedghi, 2007, p. 55). Chiefly, both Journals 

avoided politics and gender inequality and focused on the topics of childcare, home 

economics, and education.  

 

Moreover, in 1918, Women’s Voice (Zaban-e Zanan) was the first journal to use the word 

“women” in its title. It was published by one of the most prominent women activists,  

Sedigheh Dolatabadi, one of the most outspoken equal rights feminists in Iran (Afary, 

2009; Sreberny & Khiabany, 2010, p. 184). It started first with women’s issues and later 

incorporated reports and articles on national and international politics. In 1919, Zahan-e 

Iran (Women’s World) was published by Fakhr Afaq Parsa with her husband. It was a 

pioneer in its struggle against religious prejudice and those who opposed changes in 

women’s status (Sedghi, 2007, p. 79). It was banned after explicit criticism that “ women 

do not yet have the right to choose their own clothing, … they remain deprived of 

breathing fresh air and freedom” (quoted in Najmabadi, 2007a, p. 169). In the same year, 

another activist (Shahnaz Azad) launched Nameh-e Banovan (Women’s Letter) that 

carried the slogan “women are the first teachers of women” (Sreberny & Khiabany, 2010, 

p. 184). The journal published articles about the veil and openly advocated unveiling. 

Under attack, the Journal declared that the veil had been a metaphor for the veil of 

ignorance (Najmabadi, 2007b, p. 169). At first, the women’s press did not use the 

language of equality, even though later, they wrote about women’s rights and gender 
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relations, in which they advocated education for women, freedom of women from 

seclusion, and the ending of polygamy (Afary, 2009; Najmabadi, 2007b).  

 

In general, during the Constitutional Revolution, women became more visible to the 

public, through their participation in constitutionalist activities. Women’s issues became 

essential issues which were articulated in the women’s press and assemblies, mostly by 

educated women. In other words, they served as a discursive space in which women’s 

issues were identified and discussed, and positions negotiated and planned. Hence, 

women found a voice to talk about and address women’s problems openly in public. 

Despite the pressures from the conservative clerics and the government, women were 

able to develop oppositional forces to counter those against them and to inaugurate a 

new politics (Afary, 1996).   

 

Conclusion  

As discussed in this chapter, women’s activism is not merely a western import; instead, it 

is an authentic process with a national background. The indigenous roots of the Iranian 

women’s activism date back to the before the Constitutional Revolution in 1905. Despite 

the strict gender segregation, educated women and also ordinary women, asserted their 

influence, not only in regard to family affairs they but also asserted their influence in 

politics as part of the community in the nineteen century. Those events, such as the 

Tobacco Protest and the gathering of Badasht before the Constitutional Revolution 

showed that women were not absent. Instead, they were influential in shaping these 

events. Women were participants and not bystanders in these events, in addition, 

women’s political involvement was of a distinctive character and significance. Women 

were involved in politics and were part of riots, which were critical of the policy of the 

government, and they struggled against foreign influence and hegemony. Despite 

women’s contribution to the events before the Constitutional Revolution, women’s issues 

were profoundly neglected if not forgotten entirely. Nevertheless, political protests and 

insurgencies gave momentum to women to initiate questions of interest to women in 

public discourse.  
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The unique situation in nineteenth-century created a deep frustration, anger, and 

resentment among the Iranian people, especially among the elite families who had 

contacts with the West. In turn, it led to a demand for change in some aspect of the social 

order, which provoked political practices by people, particularly among women. The 

Constitutional Revolution created a progressive atmosphere for the emergence of 

women’s first political activism. The Constitutional Revolution provided space in which 

woman’s issues entered into the public discourse. In other words, women’s issues were 

promoted from the private to the public sphere through the press and Anjuman. Educated 

and elite women started articulating their stake in the women’s rights question. In the 

Constitutional Revolution, women set up revolutionary and nationalist organizations and 

took several actions against foreign imperialism and the Qajar despotism. More 

accurately, it can be viewed as a step further into the public space by substantial segments 

of the female population, which engendered new challenges for the dominant discourse, 

spread norms and ideas internally, and framed new issues. 
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Chapter Three: Modernization from Above 

The previous chapter narrated the historical background in Iran to explain the socio-

political conditions that made women’s activism possible. This chapter attempts to 

examine the nature of the new regime (Pahlavi dynasty) and looks at changes affecting 

the position of women. I will argue that the nature of the country’s political institutions 

and the policies of the new regime were the central factors that inhibited the burgeoning 

women’s activism. The first part of the chapter deals with the Reza Shah government and 

his modernization process, including his power struggle with religious forces. This section 

includes an analysis of the debate on women and the veil and a discussion of the 

emergence of the discourse on the veil.  

  

In the second part of this chapter, the focus is on the instability after Reza’s abdication 

that provided opportunities for women to exert their power and placed demands on the 

power structure. This part analyzes women’s struggle for women’s rights, particularly the 

struggle over women’s suffrage. In the last section, I explain the social and intellectuals 

grounds, with information on the perspectives on women and an examination of the site 

of collective action. I conclude with a focus on the second Pahlavi monarch where I 

examine two competing discourses at the time of the modernization discourse and the 

Westoxication discourse.  

 

Reza Shah 1921-1941 

During the First World War (1914-1918), even though Iran declared its neutrality, Iran 

became one of the battlefields of the First World War. Russian and British troops occupied 

large parts of the country and split Iran into two zones. These foreign powers also 

promoted and encouraged regionalism in the country. Furthermore, in 1920, the country 

experienced extreme domestic political strife, facing many rebellions in different cities 

from North to South and East to West (Arjomand, 1988; Atabaki, 2006; Ghods, 1991, p. 

35).  

 

With the outbreak of instability and chaos, which caused considerable resentment, the 

demand for the creation of a stable central government that could establish law and 
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order, create a strong army and bureaucracy, expand education and prevent the country 

from being overturned by outsiders, such as Russia and Britain became entrenched among 

a section of the educated and elite people (Abrahamian, 1982; Katouzian, 2004). Finally, 

the Qajar dynasty, which had ruled Iran since 1796 as an absolute monarchy, and 

inadequately since the Constitutional Revolution, was replaced in 1925 by the Pahlavi 

dynasty. In 1925, Reza Khan became Shah; he ruled Iran with absolute until Britain and 

Russia deposed him in 1941 (Arjomand, 1988, p. 59; Hunter, 2014, p. 46; Katouzian, 2004; 

Rostam-Kolayi, 2003, p. 165).  

 

Reza Shah, who rose to power in the conditions of political instability and social insecurity, 

tried to rebuild Iran as a “progressive nation,” a rapid modernization from above 

(Arjomand, 1988, p. 36; Cronin, 20007; Keddie & Richard, 2006). To do his political project, 

Reza Shah needed to weaken his enemies. Hence, in working with a coalition of secular 

groups, Reza Shah sought to undermine the religious authority of the clerics (Abrahamian, 

2008; Arjomand, 1988; Atabaki & Zurcher, 2004). Reza Shah considered the role of women 

to be of central political importance. For him, the role of the women had symbolic import 

because it signified the position of the society in relation to progress. Hence, the Pahlavi 

regime sought to control the bodies of people and manage their life, especially women. 

In other words, the state project and ideology involved disciplining and civilizing women 

(Clifford, 2001, p. 45; Joseph & Najmabadi, 2003; Sayyid, 2003). 

 

In order to succeed in his political project, Reza Shah attempted to establish new social 

and political institutions that secularize and modernize the nation while denying citizens’ 

input (Abrahamian, 1982; G. Afkhami, 2008, p. 34; Atabaki, 2007). Going further than his 

model ruler, Ataturk, Reza Shah promoted women’s public education at all levels (Keddi, 

2000). Education was one of the primary concerns of Reza Shah from the beginning. He 

supported education as a means to promote the economy, fostering a unified national 

culture and increasing the political support for his rule (Joseph & Naǧmābādī, 2003a, p. 

304). In other words, Reza Shah saw education as an agent of social change which would 

erect a new Iran. He broke with the traditional education system in 1921, set up a secular 

system of national primary and secondary schools, and established a hegemony over the 
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old school system dominated by clerical authority (Sedghi, 2007, p. 70-71). The number 

of schools for girls increased sharply in big cities, and between 1924 and 1941, the number 

of girls as a percentage of total students at all levels increased from 16.9 percent to 28 

percent (Amin, 2002, p. 147; H. Esfandiari, 1997, p. 23).  

 

Also, after Reza Shah had visited Turkey where he saw Kemal Ataturk‘s university project, 

he planned to institute a national university. In 1934, the state established the first 

European-style university, University of Tehran, which was essential to him to modernize 

and secularize Iran (Mirsepassi, 2011, p. 169). In the mid-1930s, the Higher Council of 

Education approved a proposal that allowed women who had completed their 

preparatory education to enter a particular class at the Teacher College of Teheran in 

preparation for higher education (Matthee, 1993, p. 134). It allowed women access to 

higher education and to work in the administration. Eighty women were admitted to the 

University of Tehran the following year, and the next year female students were majoring 

in foreign languages, Persian literature, history, archaeology, natural sciences, philosophy 

and rhetoric, mathematics, physics, and chemistry. During the rule of Reza Shah, there 

was a significant increase in higher education, and he put more resources into reform and 

the expansion of higher education (Arasteh, 1962; Yaghoubian, 2014, p. 181). Chiefly, the 

school and university were regarded as sites for creating, promoting and disseminating 

Pahlavi ideologies congruent with the Reza Shah’s preferred modernization Policy 

(Yaghoubian, 2014).   

 

The Shah also initiated a number of policies, such as the westernization of clothing and 

unveiling (Reza Shah’s dress-code policy). Unveiling meant the uncovering of the face, the 

adoption of a western-style coat, and the partial covering of the head. Throughout the 

decades, the most common outer garment for women urban, that was mainly an upper-

class phenomenon, in Iran was the chador (a loose, enveloping, sleeveless piece of cloth 

that covered the whole body), and in addition to this a face women wore a mask known 

as picheh (Chehabi, 2003, p. 204; Rostam-Kolayi, 2003, pp. 173–174). Hence, women’s 

bodies become sites of political and social struggles. It was a new disciplinary practice for 
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women, which created a more cohesive sense of national identity (Afary, 2009; Joseph & 

Naǧmābādī, 2003b, p. 362).  

 

Reza Shah imposed the end of the veil to promote modernization and westernization in 

1936. However, once Reza Shah abolished the wearing of the veil in 1936, it was neither 

unprecedented nor predictable. The debate about the veil was a crucial issue during the 

nineteen and early twentieth century among the Iranian women activists, and it was not 

an issue created by Pahlavi policies. (Beck & Nashat, 2004, p. 22; Chehabi, 2003, pp. 204–

205; Hunter, 2014). There is a discussion further in this chapter regarding the divergence 

of opinions of the women activists, as it relates to veiling.  

 

After the Constitutional Revolution, women began to be more visible in public through 

their participation in the revolution, holding meetings, establishing networks and 

associations, forming schools and writing articles for various journals. Women slowly 

began to challenge restrictive gender space. By early 1920, in some parts of Teheran, the 

appearance of women on the street was an emerging sight. Some women replaced the 

Chador with loose long tunics (Joseph & Naǧmābādī, 2003b, p. 727).  

 

Furthermore, in the early twentieth century many activists actively worked to end the 

practice of veiling, they demanded the freedom not to veil, not its forced prohibition. The 

first groups who supported unveiling were educated women or members of the elite, 

traveling to Europe and impressed by the role women played in European countries 

(Chehabi, 2003, p. 204). For instance, Sedigheh Dolatabadi was a leading figure in 

women’s activism in Iran who started her political activism after obtaining a degree in 

psychology from France. In 1927, upon her return, she began to campaign for women’s 

rights, among which liberation from the veil was a significant point. She appeared in public 

in European clothes, unveiled (Paidar, 1995, p. 94). Also, Shahnaz Azad along with her 

husband, Abolgahsam Azad, established a secret network, Majme-e Kashf-e Hejab, (the 

Unveiling’s Community) in 1924. They began their activism for women’s abandonment of 
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the veiling. However, after one year, they had to stop their activities, because of the 

pressure of the conservative clerics. Abolgahsam Azad was arrested and was expelled 

from Tehran. However, Azad again formed a group formed an association (Jamiyat-e 

hamdilan) in 1926. They stated that “All the social, literary, economic, familial and even 

political problems of Iran are because of women’s veiling which prevents them from 

entering public domains” (Najmabadi, 2007b, p. 169). Furthermore, there were other 

groups and organizations that openly expressed their support for the abandonment of 

veiling. For example, Anjuman-e Nesvan-e Vatankhah (Patriotic Women’s Association) 

sponsored the Second Congress of Eastern Women in Tehran in 1932 in which many 

Iranian women spoke in favor of the unveiling (H Moghissi, 2005). 

 

The second group of supporters of unveiling included male activities, poets and writers, 

such as Mirzadeh Eshqi, Aref Qazwini, and Iraj Mirza denounced the veil in their poetry. 

Mirzadeh Eshqi wrote a long poem entitled “The Black Shroud” ( Kafan-e Siah, referring 

to the veiling), written in 1921; which ended with the verse with the women in the shroud, 

half the nation is dead (Bamdad, 1977, p. 135). The Iraj Mirza, the leading satirical poet, 

wrote a poem against veiling in 1923 and showed whom he held responsible for the fate 

of Iranian women. He emphasized that the covering of hands and faces by women was 

contradictory to the teaching of Islam (Chehabi, 2003, p. 205).  

 

On the other hand, while other women activists supported women’s participation, they 

were opposed to unveiling and contested the idea that veiling was responsible for Iran’s 

backwardness. Muzayyan al-Saltanah, publisher and editor of the Shukofeh (published 

1913-1917) journal, opposed unveiling and wrote against unveiling, saying that women’s 

issues were not consistent with the observation of the veiling (Najmabadi, 2007b, p. 170). 

At the same time, she published essays on women activists for their alternative views. For 

example, Shams Kasami wrote in favoring of the unveiling, considering it as a first step 

toward women’s participation in a social area (Najmabadi, 2005, p. 137). However, as 

Katouzian states women activists had been campaigning for “permission and protection 
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of its voluntary removal for one or two decades, but they had not dreamed of forcing all 

women to remove it, even without the right to wear a scarf” (Katouzian, 2003, p. 34). 

 

Reza Shah’s policy in regard to implementing unveiling was coupled with his repressive 

policy of obliterating all independent journals, presses, associations, and unions. Reza 

Shah put down women’s independent activities in the mid-1930s. For example, the 

women’s journal Alame-e Nesvan (Women’s Universe, 1920-1934) was in favor of the 

government’s reforms for women, and its discourse converged with the government 

regarding women. They praised Reza Shah’s new legislation on marriage and divorce. The 

marriage age increased to fifteen for women and eighteen for men. The Marriage Act 

required both men’s and women’s consent to marriage (Rostam-Kolayi, 2003, p. 168). 

Finally, the government banned the journal in 1934 once the journal started criticizing the 

government for a radical prohibition of veiling (Joseph & Naǧmābādī, 2003b; Rostam-

Kolayi, 2003). Many of the newspapers and magazines which had been published during 

the Constitutional Revolution were banned. As Peter Avery has noted, the number of 

publications declined from 1925 to 1941 from one hundred and fifty to only fifty (Avery, 

2007, p. 845). Moreover, the Reza Shah would not tolerate any independent organization. 

Even the government suppressed those women’s organizations which had continued their 

activities in conformity with state policies. For example, the government dissolved the 

progressive Anjuman-e Nesvan-e Vatankhah (Patriotic Women’s Association), 

representing Iranian women at the International Congress in Paris in 1926 (Najmabadi, 

2005; Sreberny & Khiabany, 2010, p. 95).   

 

To support unveiling, in 1935, the state formed the Kanoon-e Banavan (Women’s Center) 

which had a close tie to the government. It was under the control of Shah’s daughter 

Princes Shams (Paidar, 1995, p. 104). The Women’s Center actively campaigned for the 

unveiling and other policies concerning women, such as child marriage, temporary 

marriage, polygamy, venereal disease, and other threats to women’s health in addition to 

educational and public health reform. The Center also encouraged its members to attend 
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its meeting unveiled, in order to prepare public opinion for unveiling (Joseph & 

Naǧmābādī, 2003b, p. 510; Sanasarian, 2004).  

 

The government issued instructions on women’s conduct in public and private gatherings 

and was enforced gradually with different degrees of coercion depending on the region 

and local resistance. Reza Shah ordered the Ministers and deputies to attend state social 

parties and bring their wives without the veiling. Even the low-ranking government risked 

fines unless they prepared their wives to attend unveiled. Some men took temporary 

wives to accompany them to the party, leaving their true wives at home. A few committed 

suicide (Abrahamian, 1982; Afary, 2009; Katouzian, 2003; Rostam-Kolayi, 2003). The 

Pahlavi regime also declared female teachers could not come to class with the veil. After 

the official ban of the veil in 1936, the state took severe measure against veiled women; 

the police used physical force to enforce the prohibition, and the scarves were torn off 

women’s heads by the police in the street. The threats, punishments, and dismissals were 

some means by which the Reza Shah tried to oblige people to comply (Abrahamian, 2008, 

p. 94; Atabaki & Zurcher, 2004).  

 

The state-led unveiling created many changes in women’s lives. As the British Counsel 

explained, while it was a revolution for the upper class, it hurt lower class women 

performing outdoors both on their habit and their family budget (Abrahamian, 2008, p. 

95; Joseph & Najmabadi, 2003, p. 728). A ban on veiling, aimed at bringing women into 

the mainstream of society, achieved the opposite result. The effect on most women was 

as if in 1936, as Katouzian expresses “European women had been suddenly ordered to go 

topless in the street” (Katouzian, 2003, p. 31).  

 

For the vast majority of Iranian women, difficult times began, many women stopped going 

out of their homes, sneaking out only once a week to go in the public bath through the 

rooftops of the neighboring house that connected their homes to the bath. Faced with 

brutal violence, many women opted for the exit, in Khorramshahr, some women crossed 

the border into Iraq (Atabaki & Zurcher, 2004; Katouzian, 2003; Nasr, 2009, p. 104). 

Moreover, it triggered a severe opposition, which ended with a violent repression. For 

example, clergy encouraged people to remove their daughters from school. Girls were 
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withdrawn from schools and were kept at home, women teachers who did not want to 

unveil resigned from their jobs or were dismissed (Katouzian, 2004). Both the veiled 

women and the unveiled women experienced street harassment. Veiled women were 

harassed by the police and had their veils forcibly removed; unveiled women were 

pestered since “most men saw their bodies as an open invitation to sexual harassment” 

(Afary, 2009, p. 166). The violence against women created powerful feelings among the 

public. Even some upper-class women who had campaigned against the veil considered 

this as repression by the police and not women's emancipation. The result was that at the 

time the ban on veiling was relaxed, many women went back to wearing it after Reza 

Shah’s Abdication. Moreover, it was one of the leading factors that caused women from 

all classes to protest against the Pahlavi dynasty, and the veil became a symbol of 

revolution in 1979 (Katouzian, 2004, p. 34; Mir-Hosseini, 2000, p. 74).  

 

During Reza Shah’s reign, the government resorted to coercion to control and manipulate 

women’s activism, suppressing all independent women’s activism and organization, even 

those that had been ardent and enthusiastic supporters of the Reza Shah’s policy. 

Therefore, women faced political constraints, women’s activism declined, and many of 

the women’s organizations disappeared or were assimilated into state-sanctioned 

organizations. Thus, the government’s policies did not meet with a broad response from 

women activists. The forced integration of women into society was faced with significant 

resistance from the religious segment of Iranian society. However, there can be little 

doubt that the 1930s prepared the ground for the subsequent increase in the presence of 

women in society, such as access to education, paid work, and an improvement for the 

status of women in the community (Abrahamian, 1982; Afary, 2009; Katouzian, 2003). 

 

Return to Constitutional Rule 1941-1953 

With the start of the Second World War, the Pahlavi regime sought to maintain Iran’s 

independence; however, he favored Germany. As a result, the Allies invaded Iran in 1941, 

and Reza Shah was forced to abdicate in favor of his twenty- two- year- old son, 

Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. The abdication brought an end to autocracy because 

Mohammad Reza Pahlavi did not have the strength of his father to bring the dissent under 
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his control. In the absence of the lack of dominant power, the power shifted back and 

forth between five separate poles: “the court, the parliament, the cabinet, the foreign 

embassy, and the general public” (Abrahamian, 1982, p. 170).  

 

The new situation led to a temporarily more relaxed political environment. Many 

opponents utilized the new political opportunities to become critical players on the 

political scene of Iran. These rival political forces began to assert themselves, and the 

woman question became a primary source of controversy. They started articulating their 

perspective on women’s issues, such as veiling and the education of women. Also, the 

struggle over women’s suffrage became highly contentious during these years. The 

conservative groups, who had lost their power during the Reza Shah, regained much if not 

all of the power. They started demanding a return to veiling and the closure of girls’ 

schools that publicly challenged the norm and practices that Reza Shah had sought to 

dominate. The Parcham-e Islam (Flag of Islam), represented a more conservative agenda 

that demanded the return of the veiling and incited demonstrations against unveiled 

women (Abrahamian, 1982, pp. 233–234). On the other hand, the leftist and secular 

groups pursued women’s rights and articulated demands for improving women’s 

conditions. For instance, Baba Shamal, as part of a consortium of left-leaning periodicals, 

wrote in favor of women’s suffrage and campaigned against the return of the veil (Amin, 

2002, p. 222).  

 

The new situation generated incentives for women activists to become involved in 

politics. Women participated as members of the communist Tudeh (masses) party, the 

Iranian Communist Party, and Mossadegh’s National Front. Through these organizations 

and parties, women placed a demand on the government to promote their civil rights. 

Some organizations focused on training women in different professions while others had 

explicit political aims (Hoodfar, 1999; Mir-Hosseini & Tapper, 2006).  

 

With its progressive social agenda, the Tudeh party played an important role in mobilizing 

women and campaigning for women’s rights between 1941-1953 (Abrahamian, 1982, p. 

336). In its manifesto, the party advocated improving women’s social rights and material 
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conditions and promoting women’s struggle for political rights (Amin, 2002; H Moghissi, 

2005). The Tudeh party established the Tashkilat-e Zanan-e Iran (Organization of Iranian 

Women) in 1943, and many socialist women joined the party. Tashkilat-e Zanan-e Iran 

published its own journal Bidari Ma (Our awakening), edited by Zahra Eskandari, in 1945 

(Abrahamian, 1982, p. 335; Sreberny & Khiabany, 2010, p. 90). The paper carried the 

slogan “We, too, have rights in this homeland” and its main issue was a radical 

transformation of the laws governing the rights of women in the family and at the 

workplace (Shahidian, 2002b, p. 127). The journal criticized the Reza Shah for the political 

exclusion of women. They also sharply criticized the clerics and their power as a source of 

political corruption in Iran (Paidar, 1995, p. 124). The journal, Bidari Ma, survived for only 

a few months, later they published Jahan-e Taban (Shining World), and finally in 1950 

Jahan-e Zanan (Women’s World), which was a weekly publication (Sreberny & Khiabany, 

2010).  

 

The Tashkilat-e Zanan-e Iran started a campaign for economic independence, and against 

prostitution, superstition and particularly, revealing women (H Moghissi, 2005). They 

joined the International Democratic Federation of Women in 1947 and changed its name 

to the Democratic Union of Women. They organized a celebration of the 45th anniversary 

of the Constitutional Revolution, by demanding the right to vote and criticizing the 

government for its reluctance to extend the franchise (Abrahamian, 1982, p. 322; Keddie, 

2012, p. 111). In 1952, they started a campaign for women’s equal rights to vote, 

unprecedented in the history of Iranian women’s activism. In 1944, the Tudeh Party 

presented a bill to the parliament, demanding the enfranchisement of women. However, 

the proposal was not discussed in the parliament until 1948. Hence, the campaign for 

women’s rights to vote started collecting signatures in favor of the reform. The Tashkilat-

e Zanan-e Iran was at the forefront of the women’s suffrage campaign. They raised more 

than 100,000 signatures for the extension of the suffrage and sent them to the Prime 

Minister, Majles, and the United Nations; however, it was defeated again by pressure 

from the religious groups. (Poya, 1999, p. 42; Sedghi, 2007, p. 95). 
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The vacuum of power following Reza Shah’s abdication provided an opportunity for 

women to form women’s political organizations which were independent from men 

during this period. Educated and professional women asserted their newly gained 

autonomy and their role in social and political activities expanded. Women’s Journals and 

organizations again began to flourish and undertake the first campaign for women’s 

suffrage (Abrahamian, 1982; Paidar, 1995). Some of the women’s organizations discussed 

issues that had to do with social and political matters. For example, in 1943, Jamiat-e 

Zanan-e Iran (Iranian Women’s League) was established by Badr al-muluk Bamdad, a 

prominent activist in Kanoon-e Banavan who also edited the women’s magazine Zan-e 

Emruz (Women’s Today). The aim of the group was women’s education and legal matters 

(Frahadpour, 2013, p. 94; Paidar, 1995, p. 126).  

 

Another women’s organization was Hezb-e Zanan (the Women’s Party), a left-leaning 

organization, founded by Safiyeh Firuz, Fatemeh sayyah, and Hajar Tarbiat in 1943. The 

goal of the Hezb-e Zanan-e Iran included improving women's social status, economic 

independence for women, and education for women. Fatemeh Sayyah became its 

secretary who also edited Zanan-e Iran (Iranian women) which was a periodical. She was 

the first woman professor at the University of Teheran. Sayyah also represented Iranian 

women at the Peace and Women’s Conference in Paris (Paidar, 1995; Sedghi, 2007, p. 93). 

Hezb-e Zanan (the Women’s Party) was vocal about the issues of women’s suffrage and 

educational opportunities. In 1944, when the issue of electoral reform was discussed in 

parliament, the groups lobbied for women’s suffrage and campaigned for women’s 

education, legal rights, equality of rights in marriage and divorce and women’s suffrage 

(Poya, 1999, p. 41). They criticized the opponents of women’s suffrage, for example, 

Fatemeh Sayyah rejected “the idea that women’s essential duties were of family and 

argued that “where there are no rights there are no duties”(Paidar, 1995, p. 127).  

 

Later, Jamiat-e Zanan-e Iran (Iranian Women’s League) joined Hezb-e Zanan-e Iran (the 

Iranian Women’s Party) in 1945, starting the women’s suffrage campaign. The party later 

transformed into a Showray-e Zanan (Women’s Council) to permit women with different 

views to collaborate on common causes. It had mainly leftist leaders who promoted an 
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egalitarian social, political, and economic program. In their attempt to gain women’s 

suffrage, they built international ties with women’s rights organizations and participated 

in international conferences which enabled them to acquire knowledge and develop their 

skills (Amin, 2002; Paidar, 1995).  

 

This period also saw the participation of women in support of Jeb-e Melli (National Front), 

a Nationalist movement under Mossadegh- who was “anti-colonial, nationalized the 

Iranian oil industry, stripping it off the control of the British, and launched a series of social 

and political reforms to return to the Constitutional Revolution's ideas” (Dabashi, 2011b, 

p. 2; Poya, 1999). During the period of the nationalist struggle, ordinary women 

participated in the street demonstrations, and they were active in the political campaign. 

For example, in 1951, when the subject of women’s suffrage came up again, thousands of 

women in Tehran and other major cities, many of whom sympathized with the Tudeh and 

other leftist parties, participated in various demonstrations for the right to vote. Likewise, 

the battle for the nationalization of oil brought thousands of banner-carrying women into 

the streets of Tehran and other major cities. In the Khuzestan, women went on strike and 

were wounded and killed in clashes with the army (Paidar, 1995, p. 134). Even though the 

groups that supported the Nationalist movement were independent of the state, they 

were related to the different groups and organizations. Therefore, their activities ranged 

from campaigning and raising issues about Iran’s independence from foreign domination 

to socialism and to promoting specific topics. However, the coalition did not last long, the 

leading cleric who had supported him for a while opposed Mossadegh (Poya, 1999, p. 41).  

 

There were significant differences within Jeb-e Melli over social and cultural issues. One 

crucial issue in the break up of his coalition from within was the struggle for women’s 

suffrage. In other words, women’s right to vote became a radical wedge issue. While the 

nationalists and leftist groups supported women’s suffrage and the empowerment of 

women that the conservative clergy were opposed to (Afary & Anderson, 2005, p. 73). In 

1949, Mossadegh attempted to draft an electoral bill that proposed to include women’s 

enfranchisement, but the religious section of Jeb-e Melli (National Front) criticized the 

proposal, claiming that Islam limited the vote to men. Kashani, who supported Mossadegh 
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and a leading conservative cleric, argued that women’s place was at home and their duties 

were bounded by motherhood and childrearing (Sedghi, 2007, p. 114). The opponent also 

organized demonstrations against the bill, in which one person was killed, and several 

were injured (Afary, 2009, p. 175; Afary & Anderson, 2005, p. 74; Paidar, 1995, p. 132). 

The break up of Jeb-e Melli (National Front) facilitated the overthrow of the government. 

Finally, Mossadegh’s Government was overthrown in 1953 as a result of a confrontation 

with Britain and the United States, which was a joint British–American venture to preserve 

the international oil cartel. After toppling Mossadegh and reinstating the Shah's autocratic 

rule, the government started to control various women’s organizations (Abrahamian, 

2008, p. 118; Bayat, 2010b).  

 

In short, political instability after Reza’s abdication as Shah did not result in significant 

reforms in terms of the position of women. However, the relaxed political environment 

provided opportunities for women in which women become involved in politics, and their 

issues became politicized. Progressive ideas were generated, and debates on the woman 

question continued to grow. Women’s groups articulated their demands for women’s 

suffrage publicly among other issues, so, in other words, the question of women’s vote 

appeared on the national political agenda.  

 

Consolidation of Pahlavi Regime 1953-1979 

In the pre-coup years (1941-1953), women’s activism burgeoned in those years, partly 

because Mohammad Reza Shah was not at the same position of power as his father was. 

However, after Mohammad Reza Shah was able to break the coalition of the nationalist 

movement, he sought to control and manipulate women’s activism as his father had done. 

His government created constraints that influenced women’s activism, and thereby 

women activists had to articulate their demands given their political constraints (Paidar, 

1995; Shahidian, 2002a).  

 

The women’s organizations which emerged during the 1950s ranged from charity 

associations, working to improve conditions, to professional associations, carrying out 
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different social programs. For example, Setareh Farman Farmaian, the first Iranian trained 

social worker, led the “Tehran School of Social Work” to improve the conditions of women 

and children. However, women’s suffrage, which had been in the air since 1944, was the 

central issue of these unions (Keddie, 2012, p. 109). Women’s organizations continued to 

agitate for the vote throughout the 1950s. They were independent organizations, 

operating with the consent of the government (Shahidian, 2002b). For example, the 

Association of Women Lawyers was founded by Mehrangiz Manuchehrian, the first lawyer 

in Iran and a women’s rights campaigner since the 1950s. Another association was the 

League of Women Supporters of the Declaration of Human Right, which was previously 

known as Jamiat-e Zanan-e Iran (Iranian Women’s League), which started campaigning 

for women’s rights (G. Afkhami, 2008, p. 241). Moreover, Jamiat-e Rah-e Nov (the New 

Path League), was founded by Mehrangiz Dowlatshahi, the first Iranian female diplomat, 

an ambassador, in 1956. It was a professional association consisting of mostly teachers 

and had a minority of men members since the organizers believed that “men could help 

in numerous ways to secure the vote for women” (Paidar, 1995, p. 128). The organization 

lobbied the government for women’s suffrage and held meetings with the Shah for 

women’s rights, such as the right to work, to travel, to have greater control over their 

children and themselves (G. Afkhami, 2008). In 1957, these women’s organizations along 

with other organizations, such as, Showray-e Zanan (Women’s Council) which had 

survived the post-coup repression formed a key assembly (Federation of Iranian Women’s 

Organization), and it became an umbrella organization of several women’s organizations. 

They presented the government with a list of legal and social demands (Paidar, 1995, p. 

137). 

 

Furthermore, Egyptian women gained the right to vote in 1956, and this stirred up Iranian 

women once again. It created an expectation that women would be given the right to vote 

and led to the subject of women’s enfranchisement being brought up the 19th Majles in 

1959, although the clergy objected strongly to women’s right to vote. Even though the 

issue of women's political rights was dropped from the parliament debate, the women 

did not retreat. The Federation of Iranian Women’s Organization started the campaign for 

women's suffrage, (Keddie, 2012; Paidar, 1995; Sedghi, 2007). Although the Shah continued to 

ignore the demand for women’s right to vote, the women negotiated with the 
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government to gain more rights (G. Afkhami, 2008, p. 241). In 1961, the Federation of 

Iranian Women's Organisations was dissolved, and the Showray-e Aly-e Zanan-e Iran (the 

High Council of Iranian Women’s Association) was established with a domestic and an 

international agenda and Princess Ashraf as its Honorary President (Paidar, 1995, pp. 141–

142). 

 

A series of events from 1962 encouraged women to campaign for the right to vote, by 

lobbying ministers and parliament deputies. In 1962, the Showray-e Aly-e Zanan-e Iran 

took advantage of a new municipal Electoral Law, when a woman, Hakimi, who was 

running for election was disqualified due to the pressure from a conservative. The new 

law, which had been recently passed by the parliament, did not directly prohibit women 

from running in the local election. The Showray-e Aly-e Zanan-e Iran wrote a letter to the 

prime minister and asked for a decree which granted women not only the right to vote 

but also the possibility to stand for provincial and town assemblies (Paidar, 1995, pp. 141–

142; Shahidian, 2002b). The prime minister issued a decree and granted women both the 

right to vote and to run for provincial assemblies, yet due to facing opposition from 

conservatives, the government postponed the implementation of the law (Bamdad, 1977, 

p. 116). After that incident, the Showray-e Aly-e Zanan-e Iran staged a demonstration in 

front of the Senate and demanded women’s suffrage in all elections (Shahidian, 2002b, p. 

43). In January 1963, for the first time in Iranian history women achieved the right to vote 

as a part of a reform package called “White Revolution of the Shah and the People,” which 

was a name for a series of social and economic reforms. It included a six-point program 

that included land reforms, nationalization of forests, the sale of state-owned enterprises 

to private interests and profit-sharing in industry, and a new electoral law enfranchising 

women (Ashraf, 1996, p. 22; Bill, 1970; Hamble, 2007, p. 279; Rappaport & Edelman, 2001, 

p. 417).  

 

The reforms provoked the discontent of the conservative groups. They mostly attacked 

and focused on the land reform and the women’s enfranchisement, believing that it was 

against the Islamic law regarding it as an assault on Islamic norms that threatened Muslim 

identities (Abrahamian, 1993, p. 10). For example, Ayatollah Khomeini, a popular vocal 

cleric, believed that the reforms were the first step toward the elimination of Islam and 
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the delivery of Iran to the Baha’is. He added that the enfranchisement of women was 

denounced as a ploy to destroy family life and spread prostitution. Ayatollah Khomeini 

argued that “the government has disregarded Islam and has caused anxiety among the 

Ulema and the Muslims” (Adib-Moghadam, 2014, p. 171; Arjomand, 1988, p. 85). Also, 

Ayatollah Khomeini declared that the government should be impeached and asked his 

followers to demonstrate. Hence, they organized demonstrations that led to the bloody 

clash in June 1963 and the exile of Ayatollah Khomeini. The government suppressed most 

opposition, sending many underground (Abrahamian, 1982; M. Afkhami, 2004).   

 

In 1963, women’s presence in formal politics rose when the election for the twenty-first 

Majles took place. The Showray-e Aly-e Zanan announced their readiness in the upcoming 

parliamentary election. Then, a meeting of women was convened in Tehran to choose the 

candidates who would represent women in the Majles election. On 27 August, a Congress 

of Free Men and Free Women was convened in Tehran, to choose candidates to run for 

the Majles, and pledged to support them in the elections (G. Afkhami, 2008, pp. 243–244). 

For the first time in Iranian history, in September 1963, six women were elected to serve 

in the Majles. A majority of the women elected were active in women’s activism, such 

figures as Farrokhru Parsa, Fakhr Afaq Parsa’s daughter, Hajar Tarbiat, Mehrangiz 

Dowlatshahi, Nayereh Ebtehaj-Sami’i, a graduate of the American Missionary School in 

Tehran, Nehzat Nafisi, and Shoukat-Malek Jahanbani, a pioneer in girls’ education. Two 

women out of the total of 60 were appointed to the Senate, including Shams-ol Moluk 

Mosahab and the feminist attorney Mehrangiz Manuchehrian (Abrahamian, 1982; G. 

Afkhami, 2008, p. 244; Sanasarian, 1982, pp. 79–100; Sedghi, 2007, p. 159).   

 

After 1963, the Shah consolidated his grip on power. The same as his father, he did not 

tolerate any independent community organization, thereby he shut the independent 

women’s organizations down and created state-sanctioned women’s groups, and unified 

their leadership (Shahidian, 2002b, p. 45). In 1966, the government directed the 

dissolution of all women’s associations into the state-sponsored organization. The 

Showray-e Aly-e Zanan-e Iran in I966 was dissolved and replaced by the Women 

Organization of Iran (WOI) headed by his twin sister Princess Ashraf (Afary, 2009). Allied 

with the Shah and government, the WOI promoted its interest and helped establish its 
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international legitimacy. The goal of this organization was to fight for gender reform. WOI 

made significant achievements in opening education and employment opportunities for 

Iranian women. In the 1960s and 1970s, the overall and formal status of Iranian women 

had been steadily rising, in part because of the regime’s social reforms and in part because 

of the lobbying efforts of the WOI (Vahabzadeh, 2010, p. 208).  

 

The WOI set up various committees in different fields including “health, literacy, 

education, law, social welfare, handicraft, and international affairs” (Paidar, 1995, p. 149). 

The WOI played an essential role in ratifying the law for women in the autocratic 

government and women were able to obtain several accomplishments in different fields  

(Afary, 2009). In the field of women’s legal rights within the family, the Iranian protection 

law, as revised in 1975, was promulgated in 1967. Although the Family Protection Law did 

not annul the most discriminatory articles of the Civil Code taken from the Sharia, the law 

curtailed men’s unilateral privilege on divorce and polygamy. A man could not divorce his 

wife whenever he desired. Also, he could not marry a second wife. Moreover, women 

were granted the right to initiate divorce and custody of their children on the same 

grounds and conditions as men (Fathi, 1985, p. 118; H Moghissi, 1999). Despite the 

significant role played by the WOI in terms of equal treatment and rights, the demands 

for recognition on the part of women bound the WOI further to the state, making it 

unpopular with more of the religious and conservative sectors of the society. They 

depoliticized the woman question. The policies related to women were considered as 

policies that were being dictated by the government, thereby eradicating the space for 

political conflict and deliberation (Afary, 2009; Paidar, 1995; Shahidian, 2002a).  

 

“Westoxication” Discourse 

The depoliticized woman question met with new and deeply politicized forms of gender 

issues that posed various challenges to the hegemonic thinking that tended to depoliticize 

women issues. Marxist, independent, and religious groups came to contest the gender 

identities that the dominant hegemony (modernization discourse) assigned to them 

(Afary & Anderson, 2005; Amanat, 2009b; Mirsepassi, 2000; Moallem, 2005). To some 

extent, these groups coalesced in their criticism of hegemonic gender identities, including 

the westernized and modernized models of femininity and masculinity. They criticized the 
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WOI as a “Westernized organization” and as a puppet of the Shah. In other words, the 

WOI lacked “authenticity” because of its enthusiasm for the West and the disintegration 

of Iranian culture (V. Moghadam, 2005, p. 328). Their critic was part of the discourse of 

opposition to the concept “Westoxication” that dominated the political culture of the 

1960s and 1970s (Ghorashi, 2003). 

 

The anti-Western nostalgia among the Iranian intelligentsia was symbolized through the 

concept of Gharabzadgi (Westoxication). This discourse accused the West of cultural and 

economic imperialism and a reaction against modernization as a Western-centered 

project. The Gharabzadgi (Westoxication) discourse was a condemnation of the 

modernization in the Iranian context, “a radical and intolerant attack on every facet of 

modern life in contemporary Iran” (Mirsepassi, 2011, p. 33). It was concerned with the 

loss of identity, cultural annihilation and assimilation to the West (Mirsepassi, 2000, p. 

77). According to this discourse, to wage a successful struggle against Western 

imperialism, it was necessary to regain their cultural identity interwoven with Islamic 

traditions. Thus, they insisted that people had to rediscover their religious roots, their 

national heritage, and their popular culture before they could challenge the West 

(Abrahamian, 1982, p. 465).  

 

Women played a significant role in the Gharabzadgi (Westoxication) discourse. Ali Shariati 

condemned the liberal and socialist model of womanhood, responsible for the moral 

corruption of societies (Talattof, 2011, p. 211). Virtuous women were the bearers of 

cultural purity and authenticity that had an important role in the reviving of a moral 

society and ethical values. While, Zan-e Gharbzadeh embodied all the social ills: “she was 

the consumer of Western cosmetics; she was a propagator of the corrupt culture of the 

West; she was undermining the moral fabric of society; she was a parasite, beyond any 

type of redemption” (Najmabadi, 1991, p. 65). As Al-e Ahmad, one of the most influential 

intelligentsia in Iranian politics of the last half-century wrote that “women’s emancipation 

and consumerism are the result of the subversive Western influence on pure, indigenous 

Iranian Islamic culture” (Talattof, 2011). To cure this disease, the anti-western discourse 

proposed women’s return to “indignity” (Moallem, 2005, p. 82).  
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In terms of the anti-western discourse, a return to indignity was conditional upon the 

detoxification of women’s body. In this regard, women’s issues regarding western dress, 

family law, and modern workplace were all aspects of the Westoxification debate. As 

Morteza Mutahhari, a prominent senior cleric and one of the architects of the Islamic 

Republic of Iran, wrote, women must “cast down their glance and guard their private parts 

and reveal not their adornment except such as is outward and let them cast their veils 

over their bosoms and reveal not their adornment except to their husbands” (Mutahhari, 

2014). Hence, the Veiling, the segregation of sexes in public and the female-led religious 

gathering – emerged as an indigenous identity. Accordingly, the issue of veiling became 

not a cultural and moral stance against the immoralities of a decadent regime. It became 

a political act against the Shah and an appropriate symbol for expressing the Iranian 

people’s rejection of imperialism. Hence, Islam came to serve as a mobilizing ideology, not 

for the most excluded women, but for most highly educated women from the oppressive 

secular politics of the Pahlavi regime. One of them was Zahra Rahnavard, who had been 

inspired by the anti-western discourse. She had adopted Shariati’s concept as efficient 

tools to protest against the Western infiltration of Iranian society and turned to 

Mutahhari’s religious word to explain women’s Islamic rights (Afary & Anderson, 2005; 

Keddi, 2000; Mutahhari, 2014; Sedghi, 2007).  

 

The lack of regular opportunities to influence the Pahlavi policy pushed specific groups 

and individuals towards radical politics. With the increasing massive violence against 

peaceful organizations, the Westoxication discourse became a political project that 

sought to challenge and transform the existing norms, institutions, and practices. 

Therefore, the massive violence caused some political activists to engage in guerrilla 

activities, radicalizing opposition to the Shah. As one of the members of guerrilla 

movements argued, it was impossible to work with the people and create large 

organizations since “the police had penetrated all sectors of society and the only way to 

change this situation was guerrilla warfare” (Abrahamian, 1980).  

 

The guerilla activities were those that had an international agenda that was opposed to 

the US imperialism and capitalist expansion. They also emphasized an anti-western 

discourse as opposed to what was regarded to be the Gharabzadgi (Westoxication) 
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discourse, “Westernized women,” that had been promoted by the Pahlavi era. They took 

action against the forces of oppression within Iran. Guerrilla activities, irrespective of their 

ideology, carried out some armed operations (Abrahamian, 1980). Some of the women 

also took part in guerrilla activities, they even dressed similarly to their male comrades, 

wore their hair short, did not use makeup and avoided wearing high-heeled shoes (Paidar, 

1995, p. 171). Numerous women guerrillas were killed in gunfights; others were captured, 

imprisoned, and tortured in the Shah’s prisons. According to Abrahamian, 39 women out 

of 341 lost their lives during guerrilla activities. They included 14 homemakers, 13 

students, nine teachers, two doctors and one office employee (Abrahamian, 1982, p. 480).  

 

Despite women’s active participation, leftist groups considered that women’s issues were 

less important than the revolutionary struggle. As Shahidian explains, “Iranian left has 

often and rightly been criticized for its indifference to the multifaceted character of 

women’s oppression. Dominated by men activists, it reduced the oppression of women 

to a simple “problem of the superstructure,” which would disappear in a socialist Iran, and 

adopted an ambivalent attitude toward feminist militancy” (1994, p.224). Hence, they 

spurred society into a phase of violent polarization to achieve their political aims, such as 

eradicating class inequality and oppression, toppling the Shah’s regime and eliminating 

U.S imperialism (Sedghi, 2007, p. 182). 

 

Finally, the opportunity for mobilization emerged once President Carter expressed his 

concern about the human rights of Iranians in the late 1970s. This event had dislocating 

effects on the political situation and forced the Shah to offer a political sphere for a limited 

degree of expression. The political climate provided space for people to be seen and 

allowed individuals to join collaborative efforts. Ayatollah Khomeini capitalizing on these 

circumstances used an anti-Western discourse to cement political alliances with a wide 

range of political forces and managed to assume leadership of the revolution. He 

encouraged and urged people to come out into the streets (Bayat, 2013b).  

 

It was accomplished by tapping into the reservoir of religious women who had supported 

yet remained secluded in their homes. For example, religious women used family 
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gatherings and religious classes, especially the Dowreh and Sofreh religious gathering for 

women, to spread information among the revolutionaries (Ruta, 2012, p. 34). The 

information gathered by these women was able to motivate everyday women and even 

intellectual women in high schools, universities, and other institutions at the grassroots. 

The majority of women, from different social and family backgrounds, participated in 

significant numbers in demonstrations (Afary & Anderson, 2005; Bayat, 2013a; Mahdi, 

2004c; V. Moghadam, 2003b; Shahidian, 2002a). Even women who were restricted to 

their homes took to the street and demanded the overthrow of the monarchy. They found 

the Westoxification discourse appealing because it refuted the characterization of their 

traditional cultural values as somewhat backward or old-fashioned. They wore the veiling 

as a protest symbol of opposition to the Pahlavi regime or Westernized decadence (V. 

Moghadam, 2003b, p. 98). Women and men were separated, and women were followers 

of men in their struggle. Hence, Iranian women became visible, standing together to resist 

something egregious. On 11 February 1979, after eighteen months of demonstrations, 

marches, riots, acts of civil disobedience, and strikes, the Iranian Revolution occurred, the 

first Islamic revolution in modern times (Afary, 2009; Afary & Anderson, 2005; Bayat, 

2013b; Paidar, 1995; Sedghi, 2007).  

 

In sum, those women activists, who were allied with the state, sought to promote 

women’s rights and help the government establish its international legitimacy after the 

coup in 1963. Women entered into the official political system. However, its emergence 

was tightly linked to the state effort to control and shape women’s presence in society. 

On the other hand, the other women activists groups, such as the Leftist and religious 

groups did not have a unique discourse concerning gender issues. They criticized the Shah 

for being despotic and dependent on the West. This led to an alliance between the leftist 

religious groups that was based on a powerful anti-Western discourse. Moreover, they 

pursued goals that were not directly related to gender issues, overthrowing the Shah and 

removing the country from the influence of the West. They believed that the Islamic 

revolution would take into account their position in society (Nashat, 1983, p. 109).  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_disobedience
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Conclusion  

As previously mentioned in this chapter, during the Pahlavi era, some women’s rights 

were handed down from above by the Pahlavi, such as legal reforms regarding women’s 

suffrage and family law. This led to an increase in women’s visibility in the Iranian 

community and provided the possibility for women to speak as well as being spoken to 

and of seeing as well as being seen. However, being visible or speaking did not in itself 

eliminate exclusion and marginalization. In other words, even though some women had a 

visible and audible presence, they did not necessarily have the power to make a 

difference. The Pahlavi state sought to form a unique mode of women’s representation 

and visibility that was more compatible with the modernization policies. Thereby, there 

was a kind of policing that controlled and manipulated the women’s visibilities to their 

own advantage. Hence, the dominant discourse not only sanctioned and encouraged the 

exclusion of some groups of women it but also established a hierarchical system that 

resulted in a series of laws that served to restrict any kind of independent activity. The 

result was that the government forcibly shut down most of the women’s newspapers and 

organizations and formed a state-sponsored organization.  

 

On the other hand, the counter-hegemonic discourse contested the prevailing social order 

(Western-oriented discourse). The anti-Western discourse that offered alternative 

interpretations of women’s issues had two components, anti-Western imperialism and a 

return to indignity. It criticized the Western model for Iranian women that was promoted 

by the Pahlavi state and emphasized an authentic gender identity that defined women’s 

rights in ways that challenged the Western notion of equality and universal rights of 

women. Hence, the counter-hegemonic discourse provided a motivational vocabulary for 

mobilizing women from excluded groups.  

 

However, the women were not mobilized not on the grounds of their demands, they were 

mobilized to help achieve general goals, overthrowing the Pahlavi state and ridding Iran 

of the influence of the West. The women did not organize by self-activity, set their own 

demands and claims, and decide their own forms of organization and forms of struggle. 

The women activists were subject to a higher authority and were under the control of 

political organizations. In other words, women’s activities were too dependent on the 
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various political organizations that were dominated by the men. These political 

organizations held the authority and the initiative for women's political activities. Hence, 

the goals of the women activists did not concern women other than as an instrument for 

the realization of the goals of the higher authorities. Even if their goals concerned women, 

the control and direction of the agenda did not remain with them as an identifiable social 

force. Nevertheless, whatever form the women’s mobilization took in the 1979 

Revolution, it led to women’s extensive incorporation into the public sphere, particularly 

in the realm of politics.   
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II 
After the Islamic Revolution 
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Chapter Four: Consolidating of the Islamic Republic of Iran 

Chapter four explains how Islamism made the transition from an opposition political 

project to a dominant political hegemony in the 1980s. This chapter examines this period, 

and it also describes how Islamists in Iran used the Islamic metaphor to narrate their 

political projects to contest the sedimentation of the Pahlavi institutional structure and 

construct a new women’s identity. It also becomes evident that the new government was 

hostile to civil society and discouraged women’s activism from the beginning. I explain 

how the government organized political environment imposed restrictions on women’s 

activism, to such an extent that it created an atmosphere in which women’s activism 

diminished.  

 

Chapter four also provides an account of the way the government constructed a 

government policy related to women to improve the living conditions of the people. In 

other words, it discusses the development that empowered women to demand a more 

meaningful share of decision-making in society later and curb the government policy that 

monitored women’s lives. It also describes “the Family Plans Programs” and analyses the 

effect it had on the lives of the Iranian women. The chapter also shows how encouraging 

women’s education and literacy was enhanced after the 1979 revolution. From a review 

of the data gathered it is claimed that the government policies for women radically 

changed the women’s conditions in Iran.   

 

The Revolution and its Aftermath 

As discussed, during the Revolution women appeared as a new political subjectivity, which 

represented an anti-monarchic and anti-imperialist approach. This led to Islamism that 

wished to establish the Iranian-Muslim society in the face of the Western cultural 

hegemony. Islamization was meant to cleanse the country of the decadent Western 

culture which had corrupted its body and soul (Bayat, 2007b; Sayyid, 2003). With the 

overthrow of the secular Pahlavi dynasty, Ayatollah Khomeini came to power riding on 

the grievances of the Iranian people against Pahlavi’s modernization policy.  
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Ayatollah Khomeini established an Islamic theocratic government and sought to return 

the country to what it was claimed were its indigenous values (Moallem, 2005, p. 90). 

Although Ayatollah Khomeini praised women for their massive participation in the 

revolution, and the constitution mentions their essential role, women were regarded as 

having been most vulnerable to Gharabzadgi, to imperialist culture. Hence, the new 

government sought to purify women from the corruption of Western influence. All 

women from all classes were the target of Islamic ideology regardless of their beliefs. 

Despite the fact that women participated in the Revolution and fought under the banner 

of “Independence, Freedom, and the Islamic Republic” which theoretically promised 

political freedom, equality, and human dignity for everyone, women lost the rights they 

had previously gained (Afary & Anderson, 2005; Bayat, 2010a; Paidar, 1995).  

 

Islamization of Gender Relation and Women’s Response  

The new regime began to Islamize society from the top down by applying Islamic laws and 

principles as the basis for organizing all of the relevant aspects of individual and communal 

life (Bayat, 2010a). They moved quickly to restrict women’s rights in both the public and 

private sphere, emphasizing domesticity and motherhood as the primary roles of women. 

One month after the victory of the Revolution, the government started reversing some of 

the policies that had been initiated during the Pahlavi dynasty. On 26 February 1979, the 

regime issued a letter abrogating the Family Protection Law, even though the parliament 

had passed it in 1967 and it had caused opposition from the clergy at the time (Paidar, 

1995, p. 232). Ayatollah Khomeini had condemned the law as “a poly of foreigners and 

the government to interfere with the explicit words of God and 'the sacred Islamic texts” 

(quote in H Moghissi, 1999, p. 105). On 3 March 1979, the government discouraged 

women lawyers and banned women from serving as a judge, and women judges who had 

served during the Pahlavi era were dismissed (V. Moghadam, 2004). On 6 March 1979, 

the Defence Minister declared that women would not be drafted into the army in the 

future. All of women who were serving their conscription terms were dismissed and 

released from military service (Poya, 1999, p. 66; Tabari & Yeganeh, 1982, p. 233).  

 

Also, Ayatollah Khomeini called for the mandatory veiling of all women. According to 

Moghadam, many women who “wore the hijab (veiling) as a protest symbol did not expect 
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veiling to become mandatory” (V. Moghadam, 2004, p. 2), partly because wearing the veil 

during the Revolution was considered as a revolutionary symbol of opposition to the 

Western-oriented government, rather than practicing their religious practice (Keddie, 

2012, p. 240). On 7 March, he declared that he would not prohibit women’s employment, 

he would require government employees to wear the veiling at work (Afary, 2009, p. 273). 

It was followed by the removal of many women from high-ranking government jobs; they 

were forced either to accept lower-level jobs or to retire completely. Many women in high 

posts resigned or retired rather than endure the veiling (V. Moghadam, 1988, p. 226). On 

9 March 1979, women were deprived of International sports because coaches, judges, 

and spectators at such events included men. Segregation of sports was proposed, which 

resulted in separating women from men in all games and physical activities (Poya, 1999, 

p. 1970).  

 

Implementing this vision of Islamic Law triggered considerable discontent amongst 

women. Secular and educated women started campaigning against the newly imposed 

restrictions and wrote articles in defense of their rights, appealing to the government not 

to abolish the Family Protection Law (Talattof, 2000, p. 136). The first reaction on 8 March 

1979, International Women’s Day, turned into a massive protest. Thousands of people 

including women and men, young and old, poor and rich, and veiled and unveiled came 

to the street to demonstrate against the limits placed on women’s rights and status (Afary, 

2009; Hoodfar & Sadr, 2010; Tabari, 1980; Zahedi, 2008).  

 

For three days, women demonstrated in Tehran, spontaneous demonstrations were held 

in different parts of the city including Tehran University, the Prime Minister’s Office and 

the Ministry of Justice. Protesters demanded, “No to the Chador” “ We Made Revolution 

for Freedom, But Got Unfreedom” “Freedom in the Choice of Clothes,” and “Free Speech 

and Association” (Afary, 2009, p. 273; Paidar, 1995, p. 234). In response to their demands, 

the counter-demonstrators attacked the protesters verbally and physically. They chanted 

in response “You will cover yourselves or be beaten,” “Death to Unveiling,” and “Unveiling 

Stems From Men’s Emasculation” (Afary & Anderson, 2005, p. 111; Sedghi, 2007, p. 199). 

The Revolutionary Guards and the new government not only watched them and did not 
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interfere, they but also called them “Zan-e Gharbzadeh” (Westernized or Westoxicated 

women) or “western puppets” (Osanloo, 2009, p. 3).  

 

The state media did not cover the protests that were taking place; however, if there was 

any coverage, it was very biased (Hoodfar, 1999). Sadegh Ghotbzadeh, the former head 

of National Radio and Television, allowed the supporters of Ayatollah Khomeini to 

monopolize the airwaves. The national television attributed the women’s demonstration 

to supporters of the Shah regime and the western countries (Paidar, 1995, p. 235). One 

newspaper published a photo of protest that showed women wearing makeup and 

mocked them as “the kind of women” who took to the street against the revolutionary 

government (Talattof, 2011, p. 1).  

 

However, the demonstrations were covered by the independent press. For example, 

Millett provided an excellent account that conveyed the excitement, chaos, and the 

freedom of the filming. Kate Millett, the American feminist, had been invited to Iran by 

the Committee on Artistic and Intellectual Freedom in Iran, a Trotskyite group, which 

opposed the Shah, to travel to Iran to lecture, observe, document, and support the Iranian 

struggle for liberation and equality, mainly by women (Afary & Anderson, 2005, p. 111). A 

day after the veil was reinstated, she joined in the Iranian women’s demonstrations in 

Tehran University against the forced veiling. The authorities expelled Millett from Iran, 

partly because her presence was considered as a potential threat to the success of the 

Iranian movement by the anti-Imperialist Iranian activists (Naghibi, 2006, p. 113). Shortly 

after Millet’s expulsion, 17 European women and one Egyptian from the Comité 

International du droit des femmes, an organization presided over by Simone de Beauvoir, 

traveled to Iran to show their support for their Iranian sisters (Naghibi, 2006, p. 133). They 

traveled to Qom, the religious center in Iran, and demanded to meet Ayatollah Khomeini. 

He gave them a five-minute interview during which they asked him about the mandatory 

hijab of Iranian women. Ayatollah Khomeini responded with complete silence (Joseph & 

Najmabadi, 2003, p. 441).  

 

Women’s demonstrations did not modify the opinions of religious conservatives who 

were determined to make “the Islamic society,” which they believed would not possible 
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without the imposition of the veiling (Hoodfar, 1999). However, moderate people, such 

as, Taleqani, a high-ranking Ayatollah, believed that according to what Ayatollah Khomeini 

had said, the veiling was advice that a father gave to his children, but they did not have 

much power against hardliners (Shahidian, 2002a, p. 21). Eshragi, Ayatollah Khomeini’s 

son-in-law, gave an interview to the Keyahn newspaper and said that “women must wear 

the veil, and Islamic law must be enforced unaltered” (8 March 1979) and in his interview 

with Ettelaat newspaper said that “veiling has to spread all over country because it is an 

Islamic country” (1980). Motahari wrote that “they say that Islamic Hijab opposes a 

women’s dignity … If a woman has duties in her relationship with a man or a man has 

duties in relation to a man, the duties are in order to strengthen and solidify the family 

unit” (Talattof, 2011, pp. 210–211). It placed the supporters of veiling in an extreme 

position.  

 

Despite international support from various feminist groups, the women were forced to 

abandon their protest. The pressure on women was increasing, and they became 

vulnerable to violence. On the other hand, other groups, such as the leftist and the secular 

groups did not support women. The leftist groups were indifferent about the women’s 

demonstrations and believed that they were the issue for the middle-class women (Matin 

& Mohajer, 2013, p. 521). The Fadaiyan, a leftist group, warned women to avoid strife in 

the revolutionary camp which could pave the way for foreign interventions (Afary & 

Anderson, 2005, p. 113). The secular activists, such as Simin Behbahni, believed that the 

women’s demonstrations were a way for the old regime forces to break people’s unity 

and solidarity. The secular activists did not consider women’s issues, and it became a 

marginal concern to these groups (Matin & Mohajer, 2013, pp. 522–555). Hence, because 

of the pressure from the government combined with pressure from the leftist groups, the 

women activists called off their public protests and demonstrations. After the suppression 

of the women’s demonstrations, the women experienced many challenges and hardships, 

as Shirin Ebadi states the laws made “it tough for women to be active” (quoted in Sedghi, 

2007, p. 245). After that women activists became more confined and politically divided, 

partly because the government brutally suppressed any action in the public space and 

women’s organization became illegal (Afary & Anderson, 2005; Bayat, 2010a).   
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After that incident, the government sought to construct a national-religious identity, and 

the Islamic way of life became linked to the Iranian national identity. They attempted to 

destroy the non-Islamic forms of life through a process of social engineering and create a 

vision of the 'ideal Islamic society' and the role of women in it. The people, especially the 

women, were forced to conform to what was defined as a proper Islamic life. Inspired by 

the writings of Shariati and Mothari, the Women's Society of Islamic Revolution (WSIR) 

was founded by devout Muslims, including Azam Taleqani, Zahra Rahnavard and attracted 

prominent Islamist women. The group was a new state-sponsored women’s organization, 

which helped the government to construct a new Islamist politics of gender in the 1980s 

(Bayat, 2007a; Hoodfar, 1999; Yeganeh, 1984, p. 20). They sought to create a vision of 

Ideal Islamic society and the role of women in it which entailed a criticism of the West and 

the East. In their view, women “as objects of sex and consumerism, and the communist 

East failed to liberate women because of its emphasis on women's productive role “ 

(Paidar, 1995, p. 241). While, true Islam would make women happy, allowing women to 

realize women’s talents and capacities in all aspects of social life, thereby a Muslim 

woman is a perfect woman (Keddie, 2012). However, once the WSIR started criticizing the 

government’s policy, the government quietly clamped down on the organization. The 

supporters of the Islamic Republican Party (IRP) attacked chapters of the WSIR in Tehran 

and several other cities in May 1981 (Afary, 2009). 

 

By 1980, gender inequality was institutionalized while the government imposed a series 

of restrictions on women’s rights and set out to reorder gender relations. The government 

started an Enqelab Farhangi (Cultural Revolution) which was the first step toward 

Islamizing Iranian Universities. The universities were closed from spring 1980 to the fall of 

1983 and purged for three years to reconstruct and revise the higher education system in 

accordance with the values and beliefs of the Islamic Revolution  (Fazeli, 2006, p. 194). In 

other words, the government sought to change the practices of the higher education 

system and constituted a new set of Islamic social practices. After reopening, they 

changed some of the curriculum and cleansed the universities from students and teachers 

who criticized the new Islamic regime. This project targeted those who were accused of 

being contaminated by the West, especially female teachers (Moallem, 2005, p. 191). The 

project (Cultural Revolution) was a war against a Western culture that led to the expulsion 
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of many professors and students from the universities. They separated male and female 

students in the schools and universities and banned all contact between them, which led 

to many technical colleges expelling their female students. These policies were first 

justified by the Islamic ideologues, next imposed by the law, and then enforced by the 

hardliners (Yaghmaian, 2012, p. 48). Motahari stated that “Where would a man be more 

productive, where he is studying in all male institutions or where he is sitting next to a girl 

whose skirt reveals her thighs? Which man can do more work, he who is constantly 

exposed to arousing and exciting faces of made-up women in the street, bazaar, office, or 

factory, or he who does not have to face such sights?” ( quoted in Zolan, 1987, p. 186).  

 

The regime expanded its influence over all spheres of life where issues of public concern 

emerge and are debated (Dikeç, 2012, p. 672). The space of appearance transformed into 

a space of surveillance in which Iranian women found themselves under the constant gaze 

of a new regime that observed and regulated the public. Workplaces, factories, offices, 

banks, and hospitals became sites of moral prescriptions. The moral police force was thus 

an institution that was built on ‘the ensemble of mechanisms serving to ensure order, not 

only by physical force but also by regulating through, classification of citizens and control 

of public space to secure the new order. The Revolutionary guards and dozens of male 

vigilantes wielded clubs and guns and patrolled the streets to enforce the new moral order 

and Islamic codes, especially dress code and gender segregation (Bayat, 2013b, p. 36).  

 

Iran-Iraq War 

The Iran–Iraq war (September 1980- August 1988) provided the government with an 

historic opportunity to consolidate its power (Bayat, 2010a; M. Mahdavi, 2014). The war 

between Iran and Iraq accelerated the Islamization of the public sphere, in which the 

government condemned and repressed un-Islamic lifestyles, and sought to construct the 

ideal Muslim woman. At the start of the war, the secular and leftist groups did not become 

exempt from suppression, they were implicated in conspiracies against Islam and 

imprisoned or executed (Paidar, 1995, p. 267). During this period, the government also 

battled against those who did not observe the proper Islamic behavior in public (Bayat, 

2010a, p. 140; Yaghmaian, 2012, p. 48). As Ayatollah Khomeini said: 
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We must be wary of Western-style freedom; it will ruin our young men and 

lead our women astray. Leading the youth astray is against the principle and the 

spirit of Islam; it is condemned by our faith and condemned by our reason. It is not 

permissible to undermine our national honor and modesty by books, speeches or 

pictures, and magazines that would pollute our honour. It is the duty of the Islamic 

government to be vigilant against corruption and freedom. The kind of freedom that 

threatens our revolution is contrary to our beliefs and our religion (Quoted in Omid, 

1994, p. 156). 

 

Thus, the government justified its severe restrictions on people’s lives and bodies which 

had to be modest. Even those women who gained seats in the first post-revolutionary the 

Majles -e Shuraye Eslami (the Islamic Consultative Assembly) were expected to be 

modest, and this prevented them from “saying too much” in the Majles (Afshar, 1996, p. 

136). The Revolutionary Guards and male vigilantes would have attacked anyone 

threatening dominant values, for instance, they attacked anyone listening to western 

music, arrested youth for inappropriate clothing and conduct, and detained those boys 

and girls who had illicit relations (Afshari, 2011). The guards were equipped with weapons 

and were subjected to sophisticated riot-control training, they worked with the secret 

police and were instrumental in eliminating dissenting groups (Afary, 2009). Additionally, 

to teach women modesty, chastity, and propriety, the government started a project in 

which women played a crucial role. In 1981, with the help of Marzieh Dabbagh, a political 

prisoner and one of Ayatollah Khomeini’s bodyguards in Paris before the revolution, the 

Sazman-e Basij-e Mostazafan (The Organization for Mobilization of the Oppressed), which 

aimed to protect the Islamic codes against counter-revolutionaries, established its 

subsidiary under the name of  Khahrahan-e Basij (Basij Sisters) (F. Sadeghi, 2009b).  

 

At the start of the war, some women Basijis were “sent to the battleground where they 

worked in nursing and cooking as well as lifting the morale of soldiers and their family” 

(Afary, 2010a). Some Basiji women also served as moral police, they “scolded, 

interrogated, attacked, or intimidated women who resisted veiling by dressing supposedly 

improperly in public (which usually means bright colors, fashionable trousers, shoes, bags, 
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and/or revealing some hair beneath the headscarf) (V. Moghadam, 1988, p. 227). In 1983, 

an amendment was added to the constitution which stated that “women who harm public 

Chastity by appearing in public without the religiously sanctioned veil are subject to 

receiving up to 74 lashes”. In 1985, the government backed a group of militia women 

named Khahran-e Zainab (Zainab Sisters). The group was a morality brigade, which 

“enforced veiling rules, rounding up more modern women on the charge of improper 

veiling and fining or lashing them” (Afary, 2009).  

 

In 1986, another amendment was added that stated that “those in the public view whose 

dress and makeup are in violation of religious law and those who caused the spread of 

corruption or violate public chastity will be arrested, given priority when tried in the 

proper court, and accordingly sentenced to one of the punishments listed in the 

addendum”  (Shirazi, 2003, p. 93). The old street culture, where women would assemble 

and socialize, was demonized by the propaganda machine: “women gathering in the 

street are the bride of Satan.” And the ideal women were represented as dedicating 

themselves to daily domestic duties and, mothers sacrificing their children to the front 

lines of war (Shirazi, 2010, p. 111). The government also abolished cultural centers, which 

were meeting places for all people, especially young people, and turned them into bases 

for Revolutionary Guards. An Iranian conservative cleric declared that “the most 

dangerous thing that threatens humanity is for men to forget devotion to God, to establish 

cultural centers instead of mosques and churches, and to be driven by film and art rather 

than prayer and supplication ( quoted in Bayat, 2010, p. 140). Bright colors were also 

replaced with dark, black and gray reflected in women’s veils and men’s facial hair (Bayat, 

2013b, p. 37). Hence, during the war, there was a battle in public over women’s bodies: 

their dress and comportment and their use of public space. It led to restrictions on women 

access to public space, requiring them to observe veiling in public.     

 

Shortly after the success of the 1979 Islamic Revolution, the new government sought to 

constitute an Islamic political project and ideology, which depended on the 

transformation of women. At the heart of this project was the Islamization of gender 

relations, aiming at excluding women from the public domain and relegating them to the 
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sphere of domesticity. Women’s veiling and gender segregation became its dominant 

element. The government’s call for women to retreat to the private sphere was met with 

swift and outspoken resistance from women. They organized public demonstrations, sit-

ins, meetings, marches and protests against the government‘s discriminatory practices 

against women. However, the government enforced its ideology through repressive 

institutions and scared regime opponents from the streets. In turn, it led to the alienation 

of many women and to the exclusion of the leftist and liberal revolutionary women from 

the government from 1981 through 1983. In such a hostile political environment, there 

was not a strong tendency for women activists to challenge the authority of the state. 

Women’s activism lost its political momentum. In other words, the government limited 

and constrained the conditions that facilitated the emergence and mobilization of 

women’s activism (Afary & Anderson, 2005; Bayat, 2010a; V. Moghadam, 2003a; N. 

Tohidi, 2003).  

 

Government Policies concerning Women  

The centrality of war issues in the management of the country led to the rapidly 

deteriorating social, political, and economic conditions. With the end of the war and the 

election of Rafsanjani in 1989, the period of post-war reconstruction programs began, 

prioritizing “economic development over political development” (M. Mahdavi, 2014, p. 

37). Ending Iran’s international isolation and economic reform was the main part of the 

politics in this period that held some side benefits for women (Arjomand, 2009). To 

improve the well-being of the people, the government started various plans and 

programs, such as the Family Planning Programs and encouraged women’s education and 

literacy. The government also called on women to volunteer for the reconstruction 

programs. Hence, women were mobilized to join many state programs, such as the 

literacy campaign and the Family Planning Programmes campaign, which had unintended 

consequences on women’s conditions (Afary, 2009). The government expanded the public 

space and visibility for women through access to education and the Family Planning 

Programmes, which was at odds with the prior policy during the early years of the 

Revolution.  
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The Family Planning Programs   

The first national family programs in Iran were launched in 1967. This plan was 

acknowledged as a human right and the government sought to promote it to enhance the 

social and economic welfare of families and the nation. To implement the programs, the 

government passed many laws and regulations and adopted various policies. These 

policies were to assign responsibility for the national population and the family programs 

to the ministry of health under the control of an influential undersecretary for family 

planning (Moore, 2007, p. 38). The government extended public health care to rural areas 

in the 1960s and 1970s. They trained medical and paramedical staff members about the 

implication of family planning for public health and its critical role in improving the well-

being of women and children. In the 1970s, 37 percent of married women were practicing 

family planning with 24 percent using modern methods (Roudi-fahimi, 2002, p. 2). It could 

be considered as the first step toward women’s health improvement.   

 

After the Revolution in 1979, the political ideologues of the new regime advocated 

population growth and opposed family planning programs. They viewed the Family 

Planning Programs as a western ploy to maintain control over the Muslim populations, 

and they considered a large population as an indication of strength and a cause for 

celebration (Hoodfar, 2008). During the eight-year war, having a large population was 

considered as an advantage. Hence, “Twenty Million Man Army” was adopted as a 

national slogan. Thus, despite the warning by women intellectuals, the government 

repealed the Family Planning Programs (Roudi, 2012, p. 2). By dismantling the Family Law 

Protection, the government made a condition conducive to high fertility, encouraging 

women to fulfill their religious obligations by returning to the home, and reprising their 

role (Riddell, 2013, p. 110). The minimum age of marriage was lowered to nine to promote 

early marriage and encourage early fertility. Polygynous marriage was reinstated to 

encourage further population growth (Afshar, 1985, p. 273). The government also 

adopted new social policies, including benefits, such as allowances and food subsidies for 

a large family. Furthermore, contraceptives became unavailable through the public health 

(Riddell, 2013, p. 111). Thus following the Revolution, in the context of the Iran and Iraq 

war, Iran‘s population had reached 49.4 million with an average annual rate of 3.9 percent 
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despite the substantial losses from the war. This is compared with the growth rate before 

the revolution that had been 2.7 percent, and the population had been 33.7 million in 

1976 (Abbasi-Shavazi, McDonald, & Hosseini-Chavoshi, 2009, p. 98; Aghajanian & 

Merhyar, 1999, p. 18). 

 

The rapid population growth placed increasing pressure on the government. The demand 

for healthcare, education, and employment was growing in the late 1980s. Healthcare was 

a major problem and affected women and children notably, contributing to a high 

maternal and infant mortality rate. The economic system could not meet the  growing 

demands of the people, because on the one hand, the national infrastructure was 

depleted and was in dire need of reconstruction, while on the other hand, the oil price 

had plummeted significantly reducing the revenue of the government (Abbasi-Shavazi et 

al., 2009; Riddell, 2013, p. 112). It catalyzed a shift in government opinion on population 

growth. The shift started at the bureaucratic levels. In 1988, the prime minister issued a 

statement on the population and carried out the family planning programs. In 1989, the 

government introduced the Family Planning Programs with three goals, specifically, to 

discourage pregnancy among women, to limit the family size to three children, and to 

encourage women to space their pregnancies (Aghajanian & Merhyar, 1999). It was 

evident that these programs were created for the benefit of the government rather than 

as a pro-women strategy.  

 

The government started mobilizing Islamist women’s groups and then clerical and popular 

opinion applying certain strategies. The benefits for children were cut off after the first 

three children. Abortion was an emotional issue. It was considered as unlawful and un-

Islamic by some religious leaders. However, Iranian leaders allowed and promoted other 

methods of birth control that had been taboo (Keddie & Richard, 2006, p. 288; Ramazani, 

1993a, p. 415). Furthermore, through the media, they generated a public discourse on 

overpopulation and contraceptive technologies (Riddell, 2013, p. 118). Women regularly 

published articles about the dangers of overpopulation in Iran. Zan-e rouz, a major women 

magazine at the time, published a series of articles about the population growth and its 
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negative impacts on people’s lives. It concerned itself with the cost of high fertility related 

to women’s health and warned that the country would feed only 30 million people not 

more (Zan-e rouz, 1991).  

 

By the late 1980s, there was a lack of health facilities in rural areas. The Ministry of Health 

established an organization of volunteer women health workers (behvarz) and rural 

health houses (khane-e behdasht) (Aghajanian & Merhyar, 1999; Assadpour & Hoodfar, 

2000, p. 30; Hoodfar, 2010, p. 493). These volunteers were recruited from among the 

young rural educated women who had at least received a primary school education 

(Aghajanian & Merhyar, 1999). The Ministry of Health taught the volunteers basic health 

care. These volunteers were given information about the facilities and other services, 

which they were to impart to the neighbors (Hoodfar, 2010). For example, the health 

workers provided maternal and child care assistance along with sanitation and 

immunization (Aghajanian & Merhyar, 1999). While the association started with only 200 

women, it reached to 20,000 women, who worked at the health centers in the big cities 

(Assadpour & Hoodfar, 2000; Hoodfar, 1998). It was just a professional organization in the 

first place, and it was later immersed into politics since the volunteer women demanded 

that an organization be set up. The government rejected women’s demand because they 

feared the independent organization (Bayat, 2010a, p. 89). Despite the fact that the 

government rejected the women’s request, they created an extensive network that 

empowered the women by providing information and facilities in rural areas.  

 

The Family Planning Programs helped Iran to achieve a considerable decrease in 

population growth. The birth rate decreased in the rate of population growth from 3.91 

percent between 1976 to 1.47 percent in 1996.  Likewise, the female life expectancy had 

been about 56 years in 1976, which reached 59.2 in 1986 and 70 years in 1996. 

Childbearing also declined, going from 6.4 births per women in 1986 to 2.5 in 1996, a drop 

accomplished by a voluntary government-sponsored, birth control programs (Aghajanian 

& Merhyar, 1999; Hoodfar, 2008).   
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The Family Planning Programs were received favorably by Iranian women and led to 

improvements in the standard for living for many women, including transforming the 

Iranian women’s perceptions of themselves. It encouraged women to work in the public 

space to fill jobs that catered to women, most notably in family-planning institutions and 

NGOs. The women were active agents of the demographic change, not passive agents. 

Many women volunteers managed to achieve a successful family planning and primary 

health care programme in the cities. All of these changes led to increasing the visibility of 

women in the public arena, pushing them further and further to the center of society 

(Assadpour & Hoodfar, 2000; Hoodfar, 1998).  

 

Women’s Education 

After the revolution, education became a significant concern for the government. It 

sought to use education as a means for constructing its ideal society, by teaching Islamic 

values among students. The government developed an educational system that depended 

on mobilizing women. The commitment to women’s education was expressed in the Plan 

for the General System of Education in the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1980, where it is 

mentioned that the Ministry of Education should eliminate any form of discrimination 

against women, especially in rural area and nomadic women. Thus, women’s education 

has received attention since the Iranian Revolution in 1979 (Mehran, 1997, p. 263). 

Drawing on the importance of education, Ayatollah Khomeini named “education for all” 

as the primary need of every nation, equal to health and housing and demanded that the 

Iranian people wage a battle against illiteracy (Mehran, 1992). The inability to read and 

write was regarded as a shame in a revolutionary society that was to be built on Islamic 

principles (Mehran, 1992, p. 196). He asked for the nation-wide mass-based participation 

of all literate and illiterate people. In the heat of the campaign, many revolutionary 

volunteers, and committed personnel were trained to teach basic literacy, and new 

schools were founded in rural areas (Hoodfar, 1998).  

 

The conservative families regarded the school as a site of moral deprivation. Hence, they 

avoided sending their girls to school during the Shah’s rule (Khosrokhavar, 2011, p. 105). 
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After the 1979 revolution, the government sought to encourage conservative families to 

send their girls to school. They targeted young women because it was believed that 

achieving an ideal Islamic society depended on having the support of literate mothers who 

would not only raise the educated children, they would but also serve the community. 

After the success of the 1979 Islamic Revolution, the government implemented gender 

segregation in all levels of education, except at the universities and the remote rural 

schools. Teaching also was segregated so that only a female teacher could teach in the 

girls’ schools. The Ministry of Education also required its women’s employees and 

students to wear veiling in 1981. The Islamic appearance of education thus disarmed 

many religious families, who opposed education for girls and encouraged the pious 

families to send their daughters to school (Mehran, 2003).  

 

After the Revolution in 1979, the government, through its Ministry of Education, 

established Nehzat-e Savad Amozi (Literacy Movement of Iran) in 1979 (Mehran, 1992). 

Nehzat-e Savad Amozi (Literacy Movement of Iran) was a non-formal system of education 

that offered adult literacy programs, including reading, writing, and basic math, for female 

predominantly. Even though the idea of a literacy campaign that promulgated education 

had already started under the Shah’s White Revolution, many women did not join the 

Shah’s Literacy programs. These women were not from the secular middle class; rather 

they were from low-income or traditional bazzaari (merchant) who were typically pious 

and did not allow their sisters, wives, and daughters to attend those classes. At the time 

Ayatollah Khomeini called for the Literacy Campaign, it was impossible for men to forbid 

women from attending these classes, because it was now a religious duty, and therefore 

many illiterate women left home and joined the Campaign to learn reading and writing, 

so that, on average, about 71 percent of adult learners were women between the ages of 

15 and 45 (Bahramitash, 2013; Mehran, 2003, p. 282). Likewise, the lack of educational 

facilities in the rural area, and long distance from learning center in cities were obstacles, 

which women faced in villages, therefore this organization took the measure to hold 

meetings close to residential homes, and they even sent instructors to rural and remote 

areas (Taheri, 2011, p. 84).  
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After the war, the government continued promoting the education of women. Khamenei, 

the new supreme leader, claimed that “an Islamic environment cannot tolerate even one 

illiterate person” ( quoted in Ramazani, 1993, p. 412). The programs of post-war 

reconstruction under the president of Rafsanjani provided a great space for women to 

enroll in educational institutions. According to a newspaper, the “female population 

ought to strive to take their 50 percent share of the country’s educational programs and 

institutions” (quoted in V. Moghadam, 2005, p. 208). 

 

There was a considerable increase in the adult literacy rate reaching 79.5 in 1996 

compared to 47.6 in 1976 and 61.8 in 1986. The literacy rate of women had been 35.6 

percent in 1976 and increased to 52 percent in 1986 and 74.3 percent in 1997. 

Furthermore, there had been a significant increase among rural women from 17.4 percent 

to 62.4 percent and among urban women from 55.7 percent in 1976 to 81.7 percent in 

1996.  Along with these changes, the gender gap had changed in favor of girls and 

decreased from 24 percent in 1976 to 19.2 percent in 1986 and 10.4 percent in 1996. The 

female enrollment rate increased at all levels from 39 percent in 1976 to 46.7 percent in 

1996. Furthermore, there was a reduced gender gap from 1976 to 1996. It decreased 

considerably from 22 percent in 1976 to 15.4 in 1986 and 7 percent in 1996 (Mehran, 

2003, 2005). 

 

Women’s access to education gave them the opportunity to leave their homes, which in 

turn, led to creating a greater gender-integrated social space. It resulted in the enormous 

visibility of women in public, not only from the major cities but also in provincial and rural 

areas of the country, where women had been restricted to a private space. It was also a 

significant step for women’s empowerment because the increased literacy contributed to 

women’s confidence and raised women’s awareness of their ability.  
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Women’s Higher Education 

Since the  1990s women’s presence has increased at the university level. During the 

Khatami presidency, a particular priority was given to policies that increased women’s 

access to higher education. He continued the Hashmi policy on women’s higher education 

because female enrolment in universities started growing during the Hashemi presidency. 

Hashemi provided a more favorable opportunity structure for women’s higher education 

during the 1990s. Hashemi believed that women had to strive to take their 50 percent 

share of the country’s educational program and institutions (quoted in Rezai-Rashti & 

Moghadam, 2011, pp. 424–425). Hashemi provided new opportunities for women to 

enter into universities. He established the Daneshgah-e Azad-e Islami (Islamic Azad 

University) which sprang up in certain remote corners of Iran. The university facilitated 

the access of religious women to higher education (Shavarini, 2005, p. 331). 

 

Hashemi also started to introduce changes in 1989 that affected women’s higher 

education and removed the quotas for women. Rahnavard became responsible in 1989 

for the negotiation of the removal of the allowances system in university placement. 

Before the revolution, women had been admitted to all disciplines. However, after the 

revolution and the process of the Cultural Revolution created many restrictive policies 

towards women’s higher education. The effect of these policies on women’s higher 

education was reflected in the official statistics. While in the 1989 academic year, women 

only constituted 28.6 percent of all students in universities, it had been 30.8 percent in 

1978. The government had created a restriction on women’s admission in some areas of 

higher education by setting quotas, whereby a certain percentage of seats should be 

reserved for women in all the areas, which had ranged from 20 to 50 percent. In 1993, 

following numerous meetings and seminars by members of the Women’s Cultural and 

Social Council that included university presidents and cabinet ministers, and in response 

to international pressure, the council finally removed some of the limitations on women’s 

access to higher education except for those forbidden by Islamic Sharia Laws. Restrictions 

had been imposed on women‘s entry into non-feminine fields, such as many engineering 

related courses. For 1984-85, 91 areas of study out of 169 regions offered by universities 

were not available to women.  
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Likewise, Khatami sought to remove some of the restrictions on women’s access to higher 

education. He believed that it was not justifiable to create obstacles for women that 

would reduce their participation in higher education (quoted in Aryan, 2012, p. 42). He 

first appointed Zahra Rahnavard as an advisor on cultural affairs, and she then became 

the first woman since the revolution to be elected as president of Al-Zahra University in 

1998 (Siavoshi, 2004). By 1997 and 1998, after some the limitations on university 

admission for women had been lifted, the percentage number of women attending 

college increased to 52 percent for 1997—98. It was a significant increase over previous 

years. The increasing number of women in universities caused the critique of hardliners 

who were worried about the shifting power relations between male and females in the 

society in an un-Islamic direction (Aryan, 2012, p. 41; F. Moghadam, 1998; V. Moghadam, 

1988; Paidar, 1995, p. 319-322; Rezai-Rashti & Moghadam, 2011, p. 424; “Development 

Report of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 1999,” 1999).  

 

In sum, education reforms had significant importance in facilitating women’s activism and 

leadership in the years to come. Increasing access to education offered not only education 

it but also offered a social place where women could socialize amongst themselves, gain 

status, and have a better chance for jobs and find more desirable partners. Women’s 

access to higher education and schooling led to an emerging educated and professional 

generation of women. In addition, raising the levels of education among women made 

forms of cultural production available to them and had also made participation in non-

governmental organizations or charities, press, cinema, and sports more accessible.  

 

Conclusion  

As mentioned, Ismailization was a response to Pahlavi’s modernization policy. The new 

regime sought to create a fixed system of control, in which women could not be mobilized 

on women’s issues. This led to generating a set of organizations and institutions as well as 

a series of social practices that led to undermining women’s rights, segregating the public 

sphere, and excluding secular women’s groups and parties from mainstream politics. It 
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provoked a political practice, such as women’s political demonstrations. However, the 

government, through repressive institutions, such as, Khahrahan-e Basij (Basij Sisters), 

created a hostile climate in which women’s activism decreased markedly during the 

1980s. Indeed the government sought to de-politicize women’s issues, moving them from 

the public sphere to the private sphere (the periphery of society), where they were rarely 

discussed. Hence, the Iranian government limited and restricted the scope of the women 

activists, in terms of their role and activities, and women’s activism disappeared off the 

street and lost visibility in the 1980s. 

 

However, there were formal state limitations that were instituted on women’s everyday 

lives, coupled with the increasing state policies on women, such as the education and 

Family Planning Program. To pursue state policies, the government was required to 

mobilize women, which had unintended consequences and gave rise to a new generation 

of dissidents. Despite the government’s systematic and prolonged investment in 

Islamizing Iran, these policies began to crack the wall between the public and the private 

sphere. All of these changes made women more publicly visible than ever before. Even 

the traditional women left home and took part in social events and programmes. In other 

words, the state’s policies paved the way for the participation of women in social and 

political life. Women were involved in activities beyond their traditional roles, which 

challenged the prevailing assumptions about women’s role, thereby leading to a new 

sense of Identity. The public presence of women gave women self-confidence and new 

social skills and encouraged them to return in many spheres of social life, and there was 

also a significant increase in women-men contact and the friendships among them. 

Consequently, the unintended outcome of these policies was a change in the sensibility 

of society, which was a precondition for transformation.  
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Chapter Five: Women’s Presence in Public Spaces 

Since the 1979 revolution, the government’s policies regarding women were 

accompanied by a reduction in gender segregation and women’s entry into the public 

sphere. In this chapter, the focus is on the emergence of the collective visibility of women 

in the public space after the Iran-Iraq war in 1988 and its subsequent influence on society. 

The chapter explains women’s participation in new areas of visibility, such as in NGOs, 

cinema, sports, and presses and how women in these spaces challenged gender inequality 

and pushed the boundaries for social change. The chapter deals with the growing 

participation of the women in public activities, which led to women gaining a new form of 

agency and acquiring a degree of legitimization in the public sphere. 

 

The chapter examines the strategies the women adopted to increase their participation 

in the Iranian political arena through their participation in non-governmental 

organizations. It also illuminates how women’s sport and cinema, in which women’s 

bodies are exposed, became a battleground between women activists and conservatives. 

It focuses on how Iranian women have identified the issues, proposed solutions, and have 

attempted to create change. In addition, chapter five explains the activity of Iranian 

women activists in the magazines and how they articulated their demands and claims 

about specific women’s issues. Mostly, the chapter describes how women have fought for 

a more tolerant society and challenged the conservative clerics on several different 

domains besides the political terrain.   

 

Women’s NGOs  

After the success of the revolution in 1979, the government restricted the independent 

secular women’s organized activities, such as women’s NGOs (Bayat, 2002). However, 

during the 1980s, in the course of the war with Iraq, the state-sponsored NGOs and the 

traditional community-based associations were set up, to take on an active role in 

administering relief and charity efforts. These associations have a long historical 

commitment to a charity organization. The early associations were based on the Islamic 

notions of zakat and sadaqa (donations of individuals and affiliates which are designed to 
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help the needy). They were followed in the twentieth century by charitable associations, 

some of which were run mainly by women of aristocratic families who aimed to play a 

role in the public sphere, a domain occupied almost by men. One of the first associations 

was Najm Complex, which was a religiously motivated association, inspired by religious 

obligations and religious and political factors. The association was a non-governmental 

activist group that worked to influence and organize women in favor of authentic Islamic 

identity for Iranian women in the 1980s (Paidar, 1995, pp. 240–242). The founder of this 

group was Azam Taleqani, a religious woman, and the daughter of one of the close allies 

of Ayatollah Khomeini during the revolution. To improve women’s status, she organized 

literacy classes and ran classes in mathematics and Farsi for more impoverished students 

who needed help with their studies. The association also contributed to their financial 

independence with training in different activities, such as pottery works, sewing, and 

carpet weaving, and so on. It allowed women to be employed in the Textile and electronics 

industries (Kian, 2002b, p. 62).  

 

In the 1990s, there was a massive boom in the number of NGOs in Iran and also 

throughout the Middle East. According to Ebtekar (1994), the number of officially 

registered NGOs in Iran reached 15,000 and after the war women had an active role in the 

surge of NGOs activities. The emergence of Non-governmental organizations in Iran was 

influenced by various domestic and international factors that occurred throughout the 

1990s (Tahmasebi, 2003, p. 121). The emergence of a new development paradigm on the 

international level in the 1990s led to  massive expansion of Iranian NGOs. During the war 

with Iraq, there was little space for the Iranian people to become involved in addressing 

the challenges the people were faced with. Nonetheless, the program of post-war 

reconstruction under the president of Rafsanjani provided a great space for people to 

address their problems with an agenda independent of the government (Squire, 2006, p. 

19). The program brought about important socio-economic changes in Iran. The state 

sought to retreat from many sectors of social welfare as part of the economic 

liberalization policies. The program encouraged the civil society institutions to fill the gap 

left by the government, thereby providing a safe network for the vulnerable sectors of the 

population (Stachursky, 2013, p. 132).  
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The government established an active Women’s NGOs Coordinating body, in order to 

bridge the gap between the NGOs and the government itself (Ebtekar, 1994). In 1991, the 

Iranian government established “the Bureau of Women’s Affairs in the President Office” 

to identify and treat the problems affecting the Iranian women and developed a plan to 

improve women’s status through the cooperation of all of the government ministries. The 

idea first was proposed by Marzieh Seddiqi and Shahla Habibi was headed by Habibi. 

Through this center, the government participated actively in United Nation conferences 

on women, such as the International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo 

(1994). Furthermore, the office encouraged other official government delegations to 

include women among their members (Namazi, 2000, pp. 99–100; N. Tohidi, 1996). The 

Bureau of Women’s Affairs also submitted a proposal to the UN advising which aid to 

women’s NGOs should be cut back and advised that all UN projects must be incorporated 

into a national signal project, which led to some criticism on the part of some of the 

women activists. Taleqani, a former member of Majles (parliament), from 1979 to 1981, 

accused the member of office of having hijacked the funding that had been provided by 

the UN for the women’s NGOs, in order to reinforce the dependency of the women’s 

NGOs on the government (Stachursky, 2013, p. 133; N. Tohidi, 2002a, pp. 294–295).  

 

According to Ebtekar, more than fifty NGOs were linked to the Bureau of Women’s Affairs, 

and they collectively convened more than thirty different activities including “four nation-

wide seminars, three educational workshops, and an international conference on the role 

of the Woman and Family in Human Development”, these collective initiatives led to 

establishing an independent network, which had over 58 organizations among its 

memberships (Ebtekar, 1994). Alongside holding workshops on different subjects, the 

network cooperated with legislators to initiate new legislation to increase women’s rights 

or to modify the existing legislation. Many of the members of these NGOs were religious, 

and it was an effective tool for the success of the organization (Stachursky, 2013, p. 132).  
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The first systematic impulse for the development of a stronger NGO arrived on the 

occasion of the UN Women’s Conference in Beijing in 1995. The organizers of the Beijing 

Conference encouraged the Iranian government to send a delegation of Iranian NGOs to 

the conference. To this purpose, the government appointed Shahla Habibi, who 

represented a moderate voice within Iran (N. Tohidi, 1996, p. 32). She chose Masomeh 

Ebtakar as “the head of the coordination office for NGOs.” The office was to improve the 

presence of women in the International conference on women (Habibi, 2005, p. 39). They 

selected some of the NGOs activists and conducted the first meeting of all women’s NGOs 

in Tehran. Finally, they sent 15 of the Iranian women’s NGOs to the Beijing Conference as 

coordinators, including 150 women and ten men. Some of these NGOs were formed only 

to attend the conference and were soon abolished (Gheytanchi, 2000; Habibi, 2005). 

While the hands-on policy of the government encouraged the creation and participation 

of these women’s NGOs in these meetings, it also discouraged some women activists from 

participating. Some of the women activists, such as Abbasgholizadeh and Ebtekar, 

organized workshops to familiarize the women’s NGOs regarding the way the UN 

Conferences worked and they participated in international meetings to determine the 

way to shape the conference document (Mir-Hosseini, 2001, p. 122). A few of the 

independent women NGOs, who were known for their critical positions on the 

government policies could not participate in the conference because of political and 

financial pressure (N. Tohidi, 1996, p. 32).  

 

Despite the disagreement between those participating and those who declined to do so, 

the Beijing Conference was an essential experience for those who were involved because 

it enabled them to learn a new discourse that surrounded the issue of women. As Habibi 

explains “women had never thought of creating an organized core of function, and they 

were not really active. They were not familiar with international conferences and hearing 

other ideas, and they do not have technical training” (Habibi, 2005, p. 39). Their 

interaction with other women from different countries increased the concern regarding 

the women’s issue and helped to normalize the public opinion about the western women, 

and it also helped to remove the prevailing negative ideas about “ Western Feminism” 

and “Muslim Women” (N. Tohidi, 2002b, p. 874).  
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The international conference was a space through which Iranian women were given 

greater access to international women’s organizations beyond their border, and they 

found allies among those attending from other Muslim countries and they were able to 

increase their interconnectivity among others involved with women’s activism. Jamileh 

Kadivar, argues that the “we need to have international conferences to improve their 

living conditions where we as Muslims claiming to have the best and a complete religion 

regarding valuing and respecting women, voice a similar concern about the unjust 

treatment of women and propose a plan for ameliorating this situation?” (quoted in 

Shahidian, 2002, p. 40). Women’s exposure to the new ideas from outside the community 

that they learned about at international conferences enabled them with a new vision of 

the role of civil society that carried over in their work in Iran and it also opened up the 

door for independent NGOs from government to become involved in women’s issues 

(Habibi, 2005; Squire, 2006). It contributed to a further “growth of the reformist, feminist, 

and secular tendencies in Iran” (N. Tohidi, 1996, p. 34).  

 

Even though women’s NGOs mainly focused on charity at first, later they were involved in 

activism which fought for gender equality in marriage, family, and the economy. The 

women’s NGOs empowered women by providing a space for them to enhance their 

visibility in the public sphere. Women’s NGOs tried to work toward broader social change 

by addressing the causes of the issues they work on, by raising awareness, and by 

conducting educational activities through the advocacy efforts designed to impact 

government policies (N. Tohidi, 2002a). Hence, the social activism carried out by the non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), played a significant role in creating an opportunity 

for women to raise their gender demands, providing them with a shared experience for 

women and developing leadership and team-building skills (Stachursky, 2013).  

 

Women in Cinema 

Women’s use of cinema as a means of access to the public sphere transformed and 

feminized both the cinema and the public sphere. Also, women’s film had a significant 
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role in raising concern regarding gender issues and a significant role in the emancipation 

of Iranian women. As it relates to mass media, the cinematic space allowed women to 

become involved with women’s issues (Moallem, 2005, p. 27). The presence of women in 

cinema and the image of women on the screens was a progressive step toward their 

release from the seclusion that had been mandated by the patriarchal standards. 

Moreover, the presence of women in cinema served to open the cinematic space by 

breaking the partitioning of the cinematic space, and it also changed women’s perception 

of their issues (Dabashi, 2001, p. 21; Moallem, 2005).  

 

Iranian cinema had a short history and was profoundly affected by the socio-political 

changes that resulted from the Iranian Revolution, and it has played a role in bringing 

changes. Gender has been a central point in all of these changes. Ayatollah Khomeini 

believed that the cinema was the center of moral corruption. After the revolution, the 

revolutionaries had set some movies on fire, assuming that such movies promoted a 

corrupt morality (Afary & Anderson, 2005, p. 106). With the imposition of the veil on 

women, the government cut the image of unveiling women from the Iranian films that 

existed and from imported films and banned making any pre-revolutionary type of movie 

(Talattof, 2011, p. 129). Hence, some leading filmmakers left the country, and some actors 

and actresses were imprisoned. Many actresses, who performed before the revolution, 

were banned from performing on stage and cinema that was dominated by men. Mehrnaz 

Saeedvafa, who chose to live in the exile, explains that “I know that I am an exile in my 

own country because I am not a man”(quoted in Naficy, 2012b, p. 94). 

 

The government promoted the creation of an Islamic cinema to accelerate the 

Islamization of society. They established a new set of restrictive censorship codes and 

exercised strict control over film production (Dönmez-Colin, 2004). The government set 

up vast bureaucracies, ranging from the moral police to the Ministry of Cultural and 

Islamic Guidance which oversaw cinema (Naficy, 2012a, p. 9). According to this system, 

Muslim women had to appear modest in appearance and behavior, to conform to the 

Islamic code of morality. For many years, women who were young and attractive were 

not allowed to appear in front of the camera, in order to avoid drawing the attention of 
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the audience. Islamic dress codes required the women actresses to not only cover their 

hair and bodies it but also required them to control their voice and eye contact in their 

relationships with men. Any eye contact between men and women, which expressed 

desire were discouraged. Any film that did not comply with the system was banned, and 

its producer punished and prohibited from making movies (Naficy, 2002; H. Sadr, 2006, p. 

188; Talattof, 2011, p. 130).  

 

Furthermore, the long war with Iraq (Sep 1980 –Aug 1988) and the gendered segregation 

of the space had a negative consequence for the representation of women in cinema.  

Producing Iranian films with women on the screen became a challenging task, and many 

filmmakers were “afraid to return women … even when authorities have invited them to 

consider women” during the 1980s (quoted in Naficy, 2002, p. 46). For example, after 

receiving criticism for the low presence of women characters in his films (1987), Nasser 

Taghvai, film director and screenwriter, explained that it was challenging to show the 

relationship between a wife and a husband, a sister and a brother in film, let alone 

demonstrate the other relationships (Naficy, 1991, p. 142). In 1988, since the neck of an 

Iranian actress protruded from under her headscarf in a movie sparked the anger of the 

government and shaped the debate about the dilemma that had to do with the image of 

women in TV (Zeydabadi-Nejad, 2009, p. 109). In the thirty-seven movies directed in 1988, 

the main characters in twenty-five of them were men and women were the protagonists 

in only three of the movies. This finding can be generalized in at least the first decade of 

the Revolution (Naficy, 1991, p. 141). Mainly, during the revolutionary period, women 

were absent in films or had a low presence limited to the roles of mother and wife, and 

they were confined to housework and childbearing.  

 

Despite the intense pressure to limit the role of women, they began to play a significant 

role both behind and in front of the cinema. Even so, it was a slow and gradual 

advancement. During the war years, women gradually began to make their way back into 

movies, as domestic and domesticated subjects in homes (often as housekeepers, 

daughter, and mother) (Naficy, 2012b, pp. 114–115). With the end of the war and the 

presidency of Rafsanjani, along with the opportunities it provided, women managed to 

open the gates of the male-dominated film industry and entered an exclusive club that 
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did not admit women (Kian, 1997b). Many films were made about women’s issues. The 

strong presence of women behind the camera was officially recognized in 1990, as the 9th 

Fajr International Film Festival, which is Iran’s major film festival, devoted a whole 

programme to “the Women’s Cinema” a review of Fajr International Film Festival (Naficy, 

1994, p. 566, 2000, p. 133). Rakhshan Bani-Etemad, Pouran Derakhshandeh, and 

Tahmineh Milani were the most active and accomplished women directors (H. Sadr, 2006, 

p. 231) during the late 1980s and early 1990s and later were joined by others, such as 

Samira Makhmalbaf, Marziyeh Meshkini, and Manijeh Hekmat during late 1990s. These 

women were entering a discursive space that privileged subjectivity (Tavakoli, 2003).  

 

Bani-Etemad’s Narges (1991) was one of the first films after the revolution to focus on 

adult relationships and the problems facing women. It was about an unusual love triangle 

involving two women and a man. For this reason, Bani-Etemad was forced to add a short 

scene establishing that initially the couple was married and resumed their relationship 

following their divorce (H. Sadr, 2006, p. 259). Bani-Etemad addressed desperate women 

who were under pressure due to their historical and traditional beliefs and were 

overwhelmed by social conditions. Bani-Etemad became the first women to win the 10th 

Fajr International Film Festival in 1992 (Soltan Mohhmadi, 1992). In her next film Rosary 

Abi (The Blue-veiled) (1994), she deals with forbidden love, a young peasant women 

worker whose personality draws the attraction of her boss, the owner of a tomato 

plantation. They express their secret love in ways that challenge customs and religious 

practices. Another important women director is Derakhshandeh, who made the first 

feature film, Rabeteh (Mute Contact) after the 1979 Iranian Revolution in 1986 (Tavakoli-

Targhi, 2001). In her next movies, Zaman-e az Dast Rafteh (Lost Time) and Parnedeh-e 

Kuchak-e Khoshbakhti (Little Bird of Happiness), she focused on women’s ailment. In the 

first movie, a deaf and mute girl is helped by a woman trying to make contact with her. In 

the latter movie, the infertile woman realized that her happiness depended more on her 

as a human being rather than her as a mother.  

 

Tahmineh Milani is sometimes considered to be the most famous women director, 

committed to voicing women’s issues. Milani made Bacheh-ye Talagh (Children of 

Divorce) 1990, Afsaneh-e Ah (Legend of the Sigh) 1991, Tazeh Che Khabar (What's Up?) 
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1992 in the early 1990s. Her first movie, which received the Best First Director award at 

the 8th Fajr International Film Festival in 1990, she depicted children as victims. In her 

second film, as Naficy (1994, p. 135) explains, Milani deals with “a subject rare in cinema: 

women intellectuals.” This movie sparked the anger of the government and declared that 

the characters of this film did not fit our values, and it was not an appropriate movie for 

youth. For more than six months, the High Council of the Ministry of Islamic Guidance was 

refusing to grant the film a release permit. Milani believed that “the main objection of the 

council was the fact that I showed an individual, furthermore, women, capable of 

choosing her own identity” (quoted in Dönmez-Colin, 2006, p. 85). In the next movie, 

Tazeh Che Khabar (What’s Up?), 1992, for the first time after the revolution, a woman 

became the lead role in a comedy movie. To pass through various obstacles, she adopted 

this strategy (comedy) to show things that were controversial (T. Milani, 2001, p. 11). 

Kakado (1993), which was about the environment for children, and it became the target 

of criticism for showing an eight-year-old girl without veiling. Milani suggested that the 

girl was too young to follow the rules of veiling (Dönmez-Colin, 2004, p. 115).  

 

In sum, Iranian cinema became a feminist arena where feminist discourses permeated. 

Iranian cinema witnessed a significant increase not only in the representation of women 

but also in the films with leading women directors behind the camera, and later they 

became activists in the reform movement. Their cultural activities contributed to the 

empowerment of women’s communities and acted as a form of resistance to the Islamic 

patriarchal culture. Films became one of the critical ways of broaching sensitive topics in 

civil society, where the common denominator of all the movies was the presence of 

women, as they helped to redefine gender roles, and served as social criticism. These 

directors stood behind the camera to have their feminine voice and perspective heard. 

The participation of women in cinema provided a voice and a platform for the 

dissemination of women’s issues.   

 

Sport and Resistance 

Iranian women have fought in numerous sites against inequality and discrimination. One 

of these sites is sports, where women announced their presence. Sport has been a 
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battleground in which women have sought to organize to campaign and to engage in 

resistance against the dominant discourse based on the strict segregation of public and 

private space.  

 

As Nikkei Keddie explains, the status of women’s sport in Iran had been a very dramatic 

area of advance because women’s body had been the center of the government’s moral 

crusade. On March 29, 1979, it announced gender segregation. It required the separation 

of public spaces by gender, such as swimming pools, beaches, and sports (Keddie, 2000a, 

p. 432). The segregation resulted in the near annihilation of women’s sports. In 1981, 

following the principle of “gender segregation,” the Sports Committee for Women was 

established, later its name changed to Women’s Sports Federation. This organization 

aimed to “steer women into Islamically appropriate sporting activities,” and a separate 

sports authority was set up for women. Many sports were considered unfeminine, and 

women were forbidden to participate, for example, in football, basketball, volleyball, 

wrestling, weightlifting and so on.  

 

These sports were considered to spoil women’s figures and change their natural state. 

Sportswomen only could compete in sports where the governing bodies allowed clothing 

that met Islamic requirements. Women were banned from taking part in International 

events (Behmanesh, 1996, p. 5; Jahromi, 2010, p. 115; Paidar, 1995, p. 341). The Iranian 

government did not favor the public appearance of women and women‘s competition in 

the presence of men so they were stopped. They banned women from attending a male 

competition. Moreover, they discouraged women’s sports to one where an ever-growing 

number of girls and women pursued a large number of team and individual sports. Chiefly, 

the government followed the defeminization of the sport. Hence, sports had become a 

site of political struggle and social change (Bayat, 2010a; Kian, 2002b).  

 

During the first years of the revolution, the only way to practice a sport was in places to 

which men had no access, even so, the lack of sporting facilities was the primary problem. 
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Most centers for sports were reserved for men. Despite the daily confrontation with the 

morals police and pro-regime vigilantes, women did not respect the prohibition and 

defied the government policies. It was common to see women jogging and exercising in 

the park and public spaces, and the Revolutionary Guards and morals police mobilized to 

shut down these women’s sporting activities. The severe restriction of sporting activities, 

on the one hand, while wearing long flowing clothing and a veil on their head, on the other 

hand, did not deter women from practicing a sport  (Bayat, 2010, p. 102; Kian, 2002, pp. 

70–71). For example, in the 1980s, although women were prohibited from mountain 

climbing, women did not give up. Instead, they developed women‘s climbing groups. In 

the 1990s, while creating women‘s climbing clubs that were a new basis for more 

mountain climbing, climbing spread to more regions of the country, and many ordinary 

women joined these clubs. Climbing became one of the most preferred physical activities 

among women. Some political groups and activists took advantage of this situation and 

held their meetings in the mountain, like the leftist group. Mountain climbing formed one 

of the fixed rituals of being politically active (Ghorashi, 2008, p. 123; “Women’s sport,” 

1996). Narges Mohammadi, also a prominent human rights activist, at first, joined one of 

these groups, later the government barred her from attending women‘s climbing groups 

(Mohammdi & Alijani, 2015).  

 

After the war, there was an increasing demand on the part of women to participate in 

women’s sport at the national and international level, and sports provided a venue for 

women’s rights advocates. In 1985, a research committee was set up that followed a 

variety of projects through which Iranian women experts started taking part in 

International conferences and holding a women’s sport scientific congress. Additionally, 

the government developed the Women’s Sports Federation (WSF) in 1990. Faezeh 

Hashemi was the head of the organization. She was the daughter of Rafsanjani and vice 

president of the Iranian Olympic Committee and a member of the Fifth Majles 

(parliament). Faezeh Hashemi had actively advocated for change in some areas 

concerning women, mainly women’s sport. She had a significant role in promoting and 

institutionalizing women’s sport. WSF aimed to develop the sports and physical activities 

among girls and women. However, resources were limited and unbalanced in favor of 
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men. Given her father’s position, she obliged the government to provide women’s 

sporting facilities. Therefore, the government in the Second five-year plan (1995-1999) 

put further emphasis on women and some of the restrictions were removed. The plan 

suggested that the government should make opportunities for women to participate in 

sports and allocate resources devoted to Women’s sport (The Second Five-Year 

Development Plan (1995-1999), 1995). Therefore, the state allocated more money for 

women’s sport, sports halls, and swimming pools were set aside for women. Since the 

early 1990s, leagues were set up in relation to various games, such as volleyball in 1992, 

handball in 1996, and basketball in 1997. The first College of Women's Physical Education 

was established in 1994 to train schools' sports staff (Bayat, 2007a; Coleman, 2010, p. 102; 

Pfister, 2003, p. 216).  

 

Hashemi and her fellow activists advocated participating in International sports events. 

Her main aim was to reconcile Islamic laws with the guidelines for international sport. 

Hence, she founded the Islamic Countries Women Sports Federation whose primary task 

was the organization of Women’s Islamic Games. The Women’s Islamic Games started in 

1993 in Tehran including 11 Muslim countries competing in eight sports. The Women’s 

Islamic Games made it possible for women to compete in the sport without veiling and 

organized sports competitions for women that paid attention to Islamic belief. Hashemi’s 

contribution to establishing “the Women’s Islamic Games” led to serving as a leader in the 

promotion of women’s sport in the UN Women’s Conference in Beijing in 1995 

(Behmanesh, 1996; F. Hashemi, 2013; “The International Congress on Women and Sport,” 

1996). Women’s sporting activities became a political issue in the 1990s while it was 

expanded to outdoor activities. For example, Faezeh Hashemi came under attack from 

Iranian’s hardliners while she created bike paths for women in Tehran Park and defended 

women’s cycling in public. Iranian’s hardliners believed that riding bicycles was 

inappropriate for women and a threat to chastity, whereas Hashemi believed women’s 

outdoor cycling was not unlawful and illegitimate (Ardalan, 1996; Kian, 1997a, p. 88).  
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For a decade (the 1980s), their sports activities were disrupted, and women had no access 

to sports facilities. However, by the 1990s, sports became a battleground which generated 

resistance against the inequalities and injustices women faced. In other words, sports 

became a significant place for women to express their frustration publicly by challenging 

the conservative views that had constrained them. Women activists formed groups and 

identified issues and developed projects. They engaged in forms of activism and mobilized 

women to improve their condition, which led to generating power in the women’s 

community, potentially resulting in the development of the women’s movement, across 

a number of different cultural and societal spheres (Keddie, 2000b; Kian, 2002b).  

 

Women’s Publications 

Women’s magazines played an enormous role in bringing about social changes and 

increasing the debates about women’s rights. They created an empowering atmosphere 

in which women had been able to elevate their concerns for gender inequality. The new 

women’s press started at the 1980s, developed and flourished in the 1990s as women’s 

issues became the crucial issues throughout the society. Women’s issues have been a 

taboo subject in Iran. For example, in 1970 Motahary published a book on women’s 

presence in society; however, his colleague received it harshly because it raised an issue 

(women) that they considered inappropriate (Mir-Hosseini, 2002b).  

 

Since the 1979 revolution, issues, such as divorce, the custody of children, and other 

family and code law had adverse effects on all women, especially more impoverished 

women in big cities. Hence, gender issues became the most urgent issue to address at the 

country level. Addressing the gender issue began in the women’s press. Some of them 

were published by Islamic activist women, such as Payam-e Hajar, zan-e Ruz, Zanan, 

Farzaneh. However, there were some women’s magazines that were published by secular 

women who had a significant role in keeping secular women’s voices alive. For example, 

Nimey-e Digar was published by secular women in exile, then secretly sent to Iran. The 

journals and newspapers were also published by independent women activists and state-

sponsored women activists. While independent women activists revolved around Zanan, 
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the other groups were involved with Payam-e Hajar, zan-e Ruz, and Farzaneh. They had 

issues, such as rereading of the Islamic sacred text, politicizing of women’s issues, and 

campaigning for the changing of family law in common. The press these women generated 

became successful in making visible “the problem of women” (Afshar, 1996; Kian, 1997a; 

Mir-Hosseini, 1996; V. Moghadam, 2002; Paidar, 1995; Rostami Povey, 2001).   

 

Payam-e Hajar (Hajar’s message) was published by Azam Taleqani in 1979 as a magazine 

of the Women's Society of Islamic Revolution. Taleqani was a political prisoner under the 

Shah and daughter of a respected cleric. In the beginning and during the war, the 

magazine supported the government but then in the 1990s became disillusioned once the 

government imposed the discriminatory policies against women (V. Moghadam, 2002; 

Rostami Povey, 2001). Despite disagreement with the government, the magazine worked 

within the Islamic framework. It was a strategic advantage in challenging the patriarchy in 

the Islamic system because they used the same language and logic that was consistent 

with a version that the government promoted (Keller, 2010, p. 29). Payam-e Hajar 

addressed mainly family issues and was the first magazine to call for a radical 

reinterpretation of Islamic laws, especially the term al-nisa (women) and to contest the 

legislation of polygamy and temporary marriage (Kian, 1997a, p. 81). Taleqani maintained 

that “the problem is not Islam, the problem is men… We, women, can change our society; 

we have the power, but we have to understand how to exercise that power, taking into 

consideration the cultural issue”(quoted in Povey, 2001, p. 43). She suggested that the 

social context in which the Quran came into being changed completely, and thus a new 

interpretation was necessary. In 1992, Payam-e Hajar published one article entitled “are 

men superior to women?” the magazine explained the certain passage from the Quran 

that was interpreted to demonstrate male domination over women (quoted in 

Moghadam, 2002, p. 1156). The author sought to present alternative interpretations. She 

thus taught the Quran, because “it is important that women know for themselves what is 

written in the Quran so that men cannot pretend that x is y” (Ahmadi, 2006). 

 

Zan-e Ruz (Today’s women) was a weekly journal that appeared in the mid-1960s. After 

the revolution, it was taken over by a group of women activists, edited by Shahla Sherkat 
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in the 1980s (Najmabadi, 1998, p. 62). It was firstly in the service of the government and 

tried to promote “the ideal Muslim woman” through charging (condemning) modern and 

secular women. It can be summarised as follows:  

to increase women’s awareness is our main concern because we believe that 

women were being used as puppets in the hands of the politician and from the 

cultural point of view women were the main factor for becoming dependent on the 

west and destroying rich Islamic cultural heritage (Zan-e Ruz, 1984, 1985).   

 

Zan-e Ruz then became a platform for opposing family laws and practices. For example, 

its criticism was about a bill that limited women’s higher education abroad only to married 

women who are accompanied by their husband and deprived unmarried, divorced, and 

widowed women from continuing higher education abroad (Shahidian, 2002a, p. 41). On 

another occasion, Zan-e Ruz questioned the distinction between temporary marriage and 

its supposed “Western cousin, free love” (quoted in Ramazani, 1993b, p. 420) and claimed 

that there was no difference between them. Zan-e Ruz continued to run articles on the 

subject, informing readers of the pitfalls of temporary marriage and how women can 

protect their interests if entering into such an arrangement. Zan-e Ruz featured stories of 

women's suffering in the 80s. Alongside such publicity, Zan-e Ruz held a campaign in 1984 

and 1985 to improve women’s rights within the Islamic framework, reflected the views 

primarily of women Islamic activists and included a discussion and advocacy of several of 

the women's demands. Such publicity and activism led to bringing some legal remedies 

(Keddie, 2000a).  

 

However, by 1991, with growing dissent in Zan-e Ruz, Sherkat was dismissed after ten 

years as the editor (Sherkat, 2008). The event gave birth to new women’s magazines that 

collapsed the opposition between secular and religious activists. As Afsaneh Najmabadi 

explains, the idea of Islamic feminism was articulated in the Iranian magazine, such as 

Zanan and Farzaneh (Najmabadi, 1998). She believed that Zanan “has opened a new space 

for dialogue between Islamic women activists and reformers and secular feminism” 

(Najmabadi, 1998, p. 77). The experience of religious activists under the political 

repression of and in the name of Islam broke down the old hostile divide between secular 

and religious activists.    



101 
 

 

Zanan (Women) was founded in 1992 in response to the need of Iranian women for a 

discussion about women’s rights by Shahla Sherkat and became “the voice of reform in 

the status of women” with a relatively high subscription rate of nearly 120,000 readers. 

The magazine did not have an official tie to the government, and Sherkat kept her distance 

from the government; so they could criticize the policy toward women that the 

government had adopted (Gheytanchi, 2001, p. 563; V. Moghadam, 2002, p. 1143). In the 

beginning, the magazine criticized women’s status in Iran and demanded changes to the 

discriminatory law against women, but then they changed their strategy, and the social 

conflict shifted to civil society and cultural realm (Sherkat, 2008). Shahla Sherkat stated 

that the publication of this magazine was a response to the need in the Iranian community 

for a discussion about women’s rights. She explained that Iranian women faced gendered 

discrimination in four realms including religion, culture, law, and education, therefore, the 

magazine had a clear mission to debate gender-related issues in these four areas. Each 

issue of the magazine had sections and articles on these four areas (Gheytanchi, 2001, p. 

563; Sherkat, 1992, pp. 1–3). 

 

Shahla Sherkat, the editor of Zanan, played a connective role between Secular and 

religious women. Sherkat believed that “we should tolerate and respect each other's 

conviction. Even though we do not share the same philosophy, belief, and thought, we 

should work together (quoted in Kian, 1997, p. 91). As Sharkat states “Zanan magazine 

has pioneered the debate between secular and Muslin feminists over issues of women’s 

rights. She believed that “Women’s rights issues are so complicated that we should start 

from somewhere that we could agree with each other and work through until we arrive 

at areas of disagreement” (quoted in Povey, 2001, p. 62).  

 

Sharkat was well versed in the Quran and tried to offer alternative readings of the Quran 

and Sharia in the current context (V. Moghadam, 2002, p. 1144). She believed that while 

“many articles of the civil code are based on the Sharia, its reinterpretation proves 

necessary, and women should be involved in its undertaking”(Kian, 2012).  Zanan sought 
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to challenge the hegemony of dominant interpretation and enact their own ijtihad, 

offering a new Islamic reading of gender equality and justice that would allow women to 

be equal with men, to take on social and political positions as judges, presidents. They 

found that it was possible to criticize the reading of the sacred text that had not led to 

social justice for women in the Islamic Republic of Iran where the religious and political 

legality of any event derived from fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) (Sa’idzadeh, 2002, p. 240). 

In this way, Mohsen Saeedzadeh collaborated in the writing of the several articles in 

Zanan magazine regarding links between Islam and women’s rights. He was a young cleric 

who wrote articles under a feminine pseudonym. Saeedzadeh explains that there was 

inconsistency in law, and demonstrated that the legal system in Iran conflicted with 

Islam’s friendly spirit and its respect for women. He believes that Islam was based on 

justice and equality for everyone. Moreover, he believes, men have are not in a privileged 

position, and there is no reason why women should not be able to hold the position of 

judge and a faqih (a religious leader). He maintained that “jurists tended to leave gender 

out and focus on the rest,” even though the main Islamic texts did not justify it (quoted in 

Mir-Hosseini, 2000, p. 251). It was the classical fiqh theorists that obstructed the 

translation of this “Equality perspective” into modern women (quoted in Mir-Hosseini, 

2000, p. 251). Therefore, “fundamental rights do not fall within the realm of [classical] 

fiqh,” and women’s rights are placed above the specific rulings which are found in 

conservative and classical Islamic jurisprudence (Sa’idzadeh, 2002, p. 246).   

 

Furthermore, Zanan was affiliated with secular women and was open to Western 

feminism. Alongside the translation and publication of writings of Western feminists, this 

magazine contributed and published the writings of  Mehrangiz Kar, a legal attorney, 

Shirin Ibadi, a jurist, Nahid Musavi, a journalist, and Zhaleh Shaditalab, a sociology 

professor, who were all secular women (Kian, 1997a). These women aimed to reclaim 

women’s rights in the civil law of Iran by publishing articles on women’s rights issues 

within the family law and the broader society. For example, Kar was a lawyer in the 

previous regime, except after the revolution, she could not continue her job. As she 

explains “while women were allowed to continue serving as lawyers, (albeit under difficult 

circumstances), they were, in fact, banned from serving as judges and were removed from 
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their positions and rerouted to bureaucratic posts”(Kar). She started collaborating with 

Zanan magazine regarding women’s rights in 1993. She explained serious injustices were 

embedded within the substantive law ranging from family law to women’s participation 

in the national election (Gheytanchi, 2001, p. 566; Rostami Povey, 2001, p. 59). In 1993, 

Kar started challenging a number of articles. For example, she wrote articles about “the 

position of women in the Islamic Penal Code of Iran” and analyzed the Law of Islamic 

Punishment that had been codified in 1991, and listed instances where men and women 

received a different punishment for the same crime (Mir-Hosseini, 2000, p. 179). She also 

demanded rights for married women to divorce abusive husbands and asked for the 

courts to define what exactly constituted “violence.” Hence, she was demanding a reform 

of the Civil Code and Iran’s Penal Laws. Other articles related to the custody rights of 

women and the rights to a judge. The custody rights of women required that after a 

divorce, the mother can have custody of her daughter until the age of seven and her son 

until the age of two. And it was the right of a father to have the custody of their children 

(Gheytanchi, 2001, p. 566).  

 

Chiefly, Zanan magazine did not subordinate women’s issues to other political projects. 

Women’s issues were their primary concerns, and the demand for women’s rights and 

reform united them (Mir-Hosseini, 1996, p. 161). Therefore, despite the different views, 

Zanan was a place where secular and religious women published articles about women’s 

issues. Zanan could shape a united block around some issues. Issues, such as the custody 

of children, divorce, family law, and regulations affected all women. This situation led to 

joint action among the secular, and religious women hence made their alliance possible. 

Zanan challenged the culturally and socially rigid Islamic codes related to women. These 

kinds of readings from the Quran created many problems for them. Many conservatives 

started threatening them. They condemned this magazine for “heresy and causing cultural 

corruption among youth”  (Gheytanchi, 2001, p. 564). Despite these threats, the journal 

continued to publicize and politicize the women’s issues.  
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The aim of Farzaneh (Sage), a monthly journal published by the Center for Women’s 

Studies and Research, was to provide an answer to the women’s question from the point 

of view of the Islamic framework. It appeared in 1993 a year after Zanan. They published 

the articles in both English and Persian. Masoumeh Ebtekar, the director of the journal, 

became the deputy to the President and the Head of the Environment Organization in 

1997. Abbasgholizadeh edited the journal which did not reach as broad an audience as 

Zanan. Abbasgholizadeh had an elitist view. Before joining Farzaneh, she worked in Zan-

e Ruz. After the Sherkat was dismissed, Abbasgholizadeh wrote articles in Zan-e Ruz. She 

believed that Islam and Feminism were incompatible (Ommy, 1992) and she condemned 

feminism. 

 

Abbasgholizadeh changed her idea about the connection between Islam and Feminism. 

At first, with an educational background in Theology, Abbasgholizadeh believed that 

feminism was as a parasite even in its origin (the West) and had no place in Islam and Iran. 

Later, she adopted a different view stating that feminism was a social movement that 

developed ways to cope with women’s problem (Abbasgholizadeh, 1994). She wrote the 

following:  

Although secular women do not share our convictions, we can collaborate 

because we all work to promote women's status. We no longer consider ourselves 

to be the sole heirs of the revolution. We have realized that our sectarian views of 

the first post-revolutionary years led to the isolation of many competent seculars, 

which was to the detriment of all women. We now hope to compensate our errors 

(quoted in Kian, 1997, p. 91).  

 

Abbasgholizadeh believed that it was necessary to establish the field of women’s study in 

universities in Iran and that it should be studied systematically. The strategies and tactics, 

which were based on the expert opinions of women, can be planned and sent to society 

(Ommy, 1993). In other words, they wanted to bring the women’s question into the 

academic area.  
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Farzaneh accepted the idea of feminism, and she collaborated with secular women; 

however, the ideal they fought for was a way through, and it combined the idea of 

feminism and the national interest (Matin, 2007, p. 13). The Farzaneh magazine sought to 

promote the idea that there was a distinction between the Quran and patriarchal readings 

on which specific laws and decrees were based (Gorgi & Ebtekar, 1994). Monir Gorgi had 

a religious education, and she was an acknowledged specialist of Islam. She refuted the 

idea that had forbidden women from occupying political leadership and decision-making 

positions based on physical and intellectual disabilities (Gorgi & Ommi, 1993). To explain 

her view, she referred to the Quranic story of Saba, who was the leader of a nation and 

more capable than men in leading the nation to happiness (Gorgi & Ommi, 1993). 

Furthermore, referring to the Hadith, she wrote that Fatimah, the daughter of the 

prophet, had a great role at the highest level of decision-making in the society of her time 

(Ebtekar & Gorgi, 1997).   

 

On 8 August 1998 Faezeh Hashemi launched the first daily newspaper, Zan (Women), for 

women. She explained that the publication of this newspaper was the response to a need 

in Iranian society for a paper written for women from women’s perspective. As such, the 

newspaper was wholly dedicated to women, it focused on women’s issues and pursued 

gender interests. The paper criticized discriminatory laws and demanded changes in the 

civil codes (Ghadyani, 2006; F. Hashemi, 2013; Hosseini, 2010, p. 204). Moreover, it 

managed to create considerable controversy by raising certain critical issues. 

 

The paper published articles about the limitations of women’s employment. It pointed 

out that Iranian women did not enjoy the same opportunity for employment as men and 

men were given priority in terms of having access to a job, and, therefore, women were 

deprived of their fundamental rights, just because they were women (Zan, 1999). One 

article pointed out that the discriminatory laws were a real obstacle for women to receive 

their rights, such as custody rights, the right to divorce, and blood money. These laws 

created favorable conditions and a suitable environment for the widespread abuses that 

were practiced against women (Kar, 1998). These laws, therefore, were not appropriate 
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either for the contemporary Iranian community or women in Iran (Bojnordi, 1999). 

Women’s sport received little prominent coverage in the women’s press, let alone 

mainstream media. Zanan published a series of articles and recommended opening the 

soccer stadiums to women because they had been barred since the revolution (Zanan, 

1997d). Due to a lack of media coverage for women’s sports, Zan was the only newspaper 

to publish regular articles about women’s sport (Pfister, 2003, p. 218). However, during 

the course of their reporting in the field of sports, the paper faced many problems. For 

example, during the Asian Game, the paper featured female and male athletes, and 

hardliners became critical accusing the paper of violating public morals and prudence 

(Keyhan, 1998).  

 

In August 1998, Zan waged a campaign for women to stand as candidates for Majles 

Khobregan (Assembly of Experts) that is charged with electing and removing the Supreme 

Leader of Iran (the highest political office in Iran). As a result of the campaign, the ten 

women who stood for election, competing with 368 men, were disqualified. However, Zan 

only lasted for less than a year. Finally, in 1999, Zan was shut down by hardliners after the 

newspaper published a message from Farah Pahlavi, the widow of the former Shah, on 

the occasion of the Iranian New Year, and also because the newspaper published a 

cartoon ridiculing the current Iranian interpretation of the principle of diyeh (blood 

money)1. A picture showed a man holding a couple at gunpoint in their house. The 

husband advises the robber: “Kill her not me, her diyeh is cheaper” (Mir-Hosseini, 2002a, 

p. 92; Samii, 1999, p. 3). In sum, in order to improve women’s legal position in family life, 

Iranian women’s press demanded legal reforms in family relations. The reinterpretation 

of Islamic texts regarding women and criticizing laws on that basis was at the center of 

their project. They believed that “there is a need to reinterpret Quran and Islamic scripts 

and put aside the discriminatory interpretations” (Shahidian, 2002a, p. 49). In addition to 

calling for a reinterpretation, they criticized the unequal access of women to education 

and employment and stated the demand that women ought to have a considerable share 

                                       
1 Blood money in Iran: the amount one must pay to a murdered woman's family is less than that 
which must be paid to a murdered man's family. 
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of political life. They also called for women’s increased participation in the social aspect 

of society.  

 

Certain women’s magazines established a foundation to promote the social and political 

issues of concern to women in Iran. The activists submitted articles to the newspapers 

and magazines to form their own counter-discourse. Women’s magazines articulated the 

women’s demands and requests, shared information about the injustices women faced, 

and proposed solutions. In other words, women’s magazines politicized women’s issues 

and moved them from the private sphere to the public sphere, where they were 

discussed. They criticized the discriminatory laws, demanded changes in the civil and 

penal codes and constitutional law, and protested against the inferior status of women. 

They disseminated debates on the condition of women, contributed to political awareness 

amongst women, and encouraged women to and be more pro-active and involved in the 

public arena.  

 

Conclusion  

Formal state limitations on the freedom of association and speech, coupled with 

increased social spaces for civic and voluntary action created a milieu in which the social 

movement dynamics featured in an embedded fashion. The end of the Iran-Iraq war in 

1988 and the program of post-war reconstruction under the president of Rafsanjani 

facilitated the public visibility of women who would have otherwise remained at home. 

Iranian women gradually bolstered and expanded their position in the public sphere by 

making themselves visible by engaging in new spaces of visibility, including the NGOs, 

acting in the cinema, playing sport, and publishing articles about the women’s issue. A 

significant number of women including journalists, film directors, women’s NGO activists, 

college students, lawyers, and ordinary women were able to enter into the public space 

and battled for the better society. The politicization of women’s issues led to a renewed 

engagement with politics. Women made their power visible to themselves collectively 

through their activities in the male-dominated public sphere. The women’s presence 

connected them with one another and, as such, they were able to foster a sense of shared 

experience and an imaginary kinship with unknown women in their communities. Their 
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activities and discussions created an empowering climate in which women were able to 

elevate their concerns for gender equality, and they increased their public voice.  

 

Furthermore, the high activity and presence of women in the social context opened a 

greater space for them, thus reducing the patriarchal area. These kinds of actions enabled 

them to enforce the role of women in society. They generated a women’s community 

through which they built trenches of resistance based on principles different from the 

dominant ones. Facing fierce opposition to their reforms, women activists were 

compelled to prove the compatibility of their social reform with Islam. They utilized 

Islamic discourse to call for gender equality. They attributed the problem to some 

inauthentic interpretations of Islam by a traditional and backward individual.  
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Chapter Six: Struggle for Reform 

As the examination in chapter five demonstrated, women’s visibility in the public space 

led to a growing awareness on the part of women of the grievances they shared. In turn, 

this led to the politicization of women’s demands and a clearer idea of who or what was 

responsible for their grievances. Women were ready to engage in formal politics to review 

or amend the discriminatory laws and policies that were from their perspective, unfair to 

women. Hence, chapter six focuses on the role of women activists in the formal 

institutions and traces the entry of the women into formal politics after the 1979 

Revolution. It examines how women utilized institutional tactics and created sites for 

action in government institutions. The first section of the chapter highlights the struggle 

of women activists against social exclusion and marginalization in the parliament after the 

revolution in 1979. It describes the way Muslim women presented a more women-friendly 

interpretation of Islamic law. It also explains the role of women activists in the way they 

pro-actively put efforts forward to mobilize women to place pressure on the government 

to make changes.  

 

The second part of this chapter describes the unprecedented popular support that 

Khatami and reformist groups received from Iranian women. The chapter describes how 

reformists construct a socio-political project that helped women make their own 

community and networks. A focal point in this chapter is to narrate and thus investigate 

the context upon which women in political parties and groups constructed a new political 

platform that promised to reform the institutional structure. It also explains how these 

women, who entered into formal politics, sought to create feminist structures within the 

government. In other words, it explains how the women who were engaged in politics 

sought to establish rights, rules, institutions, and processes to guarantee women’s civic 

activities. The following section describes the rise of secular-oriented women and the way 

they presented their approach to women’s rights. In general, this chapter looks at 

women’s activism and their unobtrusive mobilization in maintaining gendered claims. 
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Parliamentary Participation before the Reform Era 

Since the 1990s, in line with women’s achievements, the gap between women’s 

expectations and social reality grew greater. Women’s everyday struggles and women’s 

public presence gave women the self-confidence to express their concerns and their 

expectations of government. Hence, as new political opportunities presented, women 

were encouraged to become more engaged in the formal political arena, while women’s 

activism sought inclusion in decision-making in existing institutions in order to pursue 

meaningful changes. Opening up new opportunities in the power structure facilitated 

women’s entry into formal politics. Women entered into the executive and legislative 

branches of government. They became important spaces for women to use their position 

to voice women’s legal and social problems. Women who were involved in formal politics 

worked toward advancing gender equality. They fought for women’s rights both by 

lobbying and negotiating with the government, state institutions and influential clerics on 

specific issues. Also, such practices increased the women’s presence, especially secular 

women, in seeking their rights. Chiefly, women’s active participation in formal politics 

played a significant role in preparing the ground to challenge the unequal gender relations  

(Hoodfar, 1999; Kian, 1997b).  

 

The government did not restrict women from serving in the Majles (parliament) after the 

1979 Revolution. However, the Council of Guardians, the religious body that oversees the 

elections, disqualified many women candidates who had registered to participate in the 

first four post-revolutionary Majleses. Hence, the percentage of women members of 

Parliament deputies was extremely low in the first three the Majleses, around 1.5 percent 

and 3.3 percent for the Fourth Majles (Hoodfar, 1999, p. 38; Moinifar, 2011). In addition, 

most of these women MPs were always part of conservative groups lending support to 

the hardliners defending Women's Islamic needs and rights (Kian, 1997a, p. 84; Mir-

Hosseini, 1996). However, many conservative clerics did not remain satisfied even with 

these women MPs. They demanded that women deputies should remain “modest and 

silent and retain a high sense of decorum and 'morality'” (Afshar, 1998, p. 47).  

 



111 
 

The role of the women Majles deputies, such as, Azam Taleqani (Payam-e Hajar) who was 

a former member of the Majles and the founder of the Women's Society of Islamic 

Revolution, should not be overlooked. These women were critical to bringing about 

changes in the laws relating to women’s rights in the first four the Majleses, which were 

controlled by the conservatives (Afshar, 1996; Kian, 1997a). They articulated women’s 

issues in the language of Islam to remove the barriers placed on women. For example, in 

December 1992, the women deputies in the Fourth the Majles ratified a law which 

enabled the court to place a monetary value on women’s housework and entitled women 

homemakers to Ujrat al-mesel (wage for housework) for the work she has done during a 

marriage. The bill stipulated that a man who intends to divorce his wife without proving 

the wife’s fault for divorce must first pay the housework wage for the work that was 

performed during the marriage (Mir-Hosseini, 1996, p. 147). Passing the law (Ujrat al-

mesel) was a response to the rising rate of divorce and the growing number of women 

with no financial support.  

 

The divorce had become an easy and low-cost option for men since 1979 because men 

could unilaterally divorce their wives and they were not required to justify the divorce. 

Furthermore, increasing inflation had made the pre-Revolutionary dowry nearly worthless 

(F. Moghadam, 1998, pp. 346–347). For Islamist women who were actively campaigning 

for women, the bill (Ujrat al-mesel) was a significant success, because of the 

acknowledgment of women’s problems in Iran. They had started their campaign in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s to improve women’s status within the family, and thus revise 

Islamic family law. The supporters of the bill argued that Islam did not require women to 

work at home, to the extent that they were not even obliged to breastfeed their children 

without payment from their husbands. Women working in their home were entitled to 

proper compensation to avoid exploitation. They published articles in women’s 

publication, such as, Payam-e Hajar, and criticized the law that kept women at an inferior 

status and in a subordinate position in society (V. Moghadam, 2002, p. 1156). Finally, as a 

result of pressure from the women activists, the Fourth Majles eventually not only ratified 

laws and regulations to curtail men’s right to divorce it but also sought to improve the 

condition of women by amending the law. The recommendations included increasing the 
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duration of paid maternity leave for the breastfeeding mother in both the private and 

public sectors and requiring employers to provide working mothers with sufficient breaks 

and a proper place in the workplace to breastfeed their babies; permitting unmarried 

women to study abroad; and allowing war widows to retain custody of their children 

(Hoodfar & Kar, 1996; V. Moghadam, 2002).  

 

Women’s active engagement in formal politics started in the fifth parliamentary election 

in 1996, in which women actively ran a campaign for the parliamentary election (Farhi, 

1998). During the parliamentary elections, the women’s press criticized the women MPs 

in the first four Mjaleses because of their lack of determination to tackle women’s issues. 

Most of the former women MPs refrained from criticizing gender inequality because they 

either adhered to the conservative ideology or they did not want to be marginalized in 

the Majles (Kian, 1997a). Fatemeh Hashemi was the daughter of Rafsanjani and the 

founder of the Association of Women's Solidarity. She criticized the ideological views of 

the former women MPs and maintained that the Fourth Majles was not preoccupied with 

women‘s issues, and they were not presenting the demands of women in society (quoted 

in Kian, 1997a, p. 84).  

 

In addition, some prominent women publically criticized discrimination against women. 

Mehrangiz Kar, a legal attorney, wrote for Zanan on political and constitutional reforms 

in the 1990s. She criticized the previous Majleses and pointed out that the “laws and 

regulations concerning women do not reflect the promising slogans of the revolution, 

even though the high number of women from various social and political spectrum 

participated in the revolution” (Kar, 1995, p. 2). She explained that women 

representatives had not been able to get even modest proposals for women’s rights 

passed. Kar stated that women deputies had confined their remarks to bills related to 

women’s issues, and they had not taken part in a discussion on a broad range of subjects 

in the Majles (Kar, 1994, p. 23). Zahra Rahnavard, a well-known author and a member of 

the Women's Society of Islamic Revolution, criticized the government for not appointing 

women to high-level decision-making positions. She called for more diversity in the range 
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of women elected, who would be more open to the new ideas and thus Majles would be 

a better place (Afshar, 1998, p. 46).   

 

Along with calling for a more heterogeneous assembly of women, women activists 

demanded greater participation in the parliament to meet the specificities of women 

demands. The small number of women in the Majles affected women MPs' endeavors. 

This is because they lacked parliamentary support and were not able to improve women’s 

issues. Hence, even the strong supporters of the government started complaining about 

the small number of women who were there to defend women’s rights in the Mjales, and 

they demanded a greater percentage of parliamentary seats. Marzieh Dabbagh, a former 

woman MP, a member of Jamiat-e Zanan (Women’s League) that was set up to promote 

women’s education and political and social awareness, explained that passing laws 

relating to women’s issues was tough because the men MPs who had held the majority of 

seats in the fourth Majles blocked the legislative drafts concern with women’s issues 

(quoted in Kian, 1997a, p. 79). Likewise, Maryam Behruz, a member of the first to fourth 

Mjales and Chairwoman of the conservative Zainab Society associated with government 

and lobbied for change from inside, criticized the government. She explained to a leading 

women’s magazine that women had never been selected to serve on high-powered 

committees in Majles nor been chosen to chair committees In Majles. She believed that 

except for male dominance and patriarchy, there were not any legal or political barriers 

to women’s participation in politics. She emphasized the importance of women’s 

presence in public (Afshar, 1996).  

 

In addition, Zahra Rahnavard pointed out that women faced discrimination in many 

aspects of their lives, including matters related to law, education, family, and condemned 

women’s marginalization in political decision-making at the national level. She clarified 

that the Constitution did not bar women from joining the government, rather they had 

been pushed aside. Kar then insisted that it is time to extend women’s political 

participation in decision-making positions to tackle women’s issues (Zanan, 1995, p. 45). 

Roza Eftekhari, a journalist for women’s magazine, Zanan, criticized the relatively lower 

percentages of women in Majles. She published research data on women’s parliamentary 
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presence in different countries and compared it with Iranian women’s presence. Eftekhari 

stated that while women’s presence in parliament was 11 percent throughout the world, 

Iranian women occupied on average two percent of the seats in the parliament after the 

revolution (Eftekhari, 1995, p. 52).  

 

The discontent of women led to a more significant mobilization of women in the election 

for the Fifth Majles. In 1996, 351 women registered as candidates running for seats in the 

Fifth Parliamentary election. The Council of Guardians disqualified 172 women, and 179 

women were approved to compete for 270 seats. There was a significant increase in terms 

of the numbers of female candidates since the revolution because the number of women 

running as candidates had been tiny (fewer than 90). Additionally, there was an increase 

in the numbers of women who were elected as MPs in the Fifth Majles, and more women 

could have been elected except for the interference of the government; 14 out of the 290 

parliamentary candidates were female, nine women were elected to the Fourth Majles 

and 12 women for the first three Majleses. Also, for the first time, women from outside 

Tehran were elected to the Parliament. Three female candidates also received the highest 

number of votes in the three big cities of Iran (Esfahan, Tabriz, and Hamedan), and two of 

the candidates received more votes than their male colleagues in the Shiraz and Mashhad. 

Moreover, Faezeh Hashemi, a supporter of women's right to participate in sport and the 

head of the Women’s Sports Federation in Iran, won the second-highest number of votes 

from the Tehran constituency in the election (Shakori, 2005, pp. 267–268; the Majles, 

1996; Zanan, 1996, pp. 3–4).  

Table 1 Female members of the Iranian Majles during its five terms (Statistics Center of Iran, 2009) 

Period Year Total Seat Elected  A percentage of 

all MPs 

First 1980 270 4 1.5 

Second 1984 270 4 1.5 

Third 1988 270 4 1.5 

Forth 1992 270 9 3.3 

Fifth 1996 270 14 5.2 
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Several factors led Faezeh Hashemi to receive the second-highest number of votes. The 

daughter of the former president Hashemi (1990–97), Hashemi was an outspoken 

advocate for women’s rights, especially the right of women and girls to engage in athletics 

(V. Moghadam, 2002). At the time of the election campaign, she ran a high-profile 

campaign criticizing the cultural and religious environment that portrayed the Iranian 

women as silent, passive victims (F. Hashemi, 1996, p. 13). Faezeh Hashemi recognized 

the particular problems that women faced, and voiced the demands of those women who 

could not have found a place to express their position. She explained that these challenges 

Iranian women faced were deeply rooted in Iran’s cultural tradition. She added that in this 

context it was evident that there was no overnight solution to women’s issues, and rather 

it would be a gradual process in which women activists should not radically act because 

there should be opposition not only from the government but also from society (F. 

Hashemi, 1996, p. 14). Faezeh Hashemi held the two women's priorities that the next 

Majles should address were “the small percentage of women in executive positions” and 

the injustice of the “civil code” (F. Hashemi, 1996, p. 17). In other words, she criticized the 

lack of women’s representation in ministerial positions and higher government echelons 

and demanded that there should be more women in the political arena.  

 

Another factor that helped Hashemi gain high voter numbers was the very negative 

campaign the hardliners ran against her. At the time of the election campaign, women’s 

outdoor cycling became an essential factor that helped her win the Fifth Parliamentary 

elections in 1996. As Hashemi maintains “women’s sports was one of the main important 

factors to winning the election, and my efforts to promote women’s sporting activities led 

the younger generation to vote for me” (F. Hashemi, 1996, p. 15).  As she pointed out in 

her interview with Zanan, “during my election campaign trail, many young women asked 

me if outdoor cycling would be legal. It was not my campaign’s slogan, and I also did not 

even propose it as a plan and strategy” (F. Hashemi, 1996). She explained, “ the opposition 

brought up questions that were related to my opinion about women’s outdoor cycling” 

(F. Hashemi, 1996, p. 15). Women’s sports, therefore, became one of the tones of her 

campaigns. Her opposition assumed that if they bestowed a political dimension on 
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women’s sport, they would have alienated voters. On the contrary, it was beneficial to 

her campaign and helped attract the most potential voters (M. Tohidi, 2015). Hashemi’s 

statement raised many expectations among many women, and she became an important 

symbol for females regarding gender injustice and inequality (H. Esfandiari, 1997). 

 

In the 1996 election for the Fifth Majles, 14 women were elected, and women MPs played 

a primary role in the direction of gender legislation. In the Majles Faezeh Hashemi 

continued to cause upheaval. She sought to push the boundaries of modesty with a 

colorful headscarf under her chador and wearing blue jeans under her coat in Majles 

where women’s deputies should follow the strict dress code, wearing black chadors and 

no makeup (Ebrahimi, 2000). Despite the opposition of hardliners in Majles, Faezeh 

Hashemi together with those women who were an advocate of women’s rights called for 

women’s equal rights under the rubric of Islamic needs and rights. They urged the other 

legislators to consider recommendations and bills regarding women and family issues, and 

finally, Majles passed 37 bills that were relevant to women (Ebrahimi, 2000). One of the 

first bills presented by women deputies was a statement related to the formation of a 

Special Commission for females. The proposal had been disapproved four times during 

the Fourth Majles because it had been argued that there should not be a separation 

between women’s issues and other matters. However, a select committee for women was 

eventually created during the Fifth Majles. However, the fifth Majles finally ratified the 

setting up of a women's committee in October 1996. The objective of this committee was 

to improve the protection of women’s rights (Ebrahimi, 1997, p. 2, 2000).  

 

Additionally, a new law presented by women MPs was approved in 1997 requiring that 

the amount of the mehrieh (dowry)2, be inflation-indexed. Women MPs believed that the 

Law would realize social justice for females and make divorce more difficult for men 

(Zamani, 2000, pp. 7–8). The constant high inflation had made it easy for men to divorce 

their wives because the mehrieh (dowry) had been paid in nominal monetary terms. 

Women MPs, (V. Moghadam, 2002). At around the same time, the Family Courts Law was 

                                       
2 a mandatory payment in the form of money or possession paid by the groom to the bride, often not 
collected until the husband divorce. 
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also established, bringing family matters into the courts and removing them from the 

exclusive domain of the clerics. The Family Courts had exclusive jurisdiction over issues 

regarding family Issues, such as divorce, marriage, polygamy, wages for housework, and 

child custody. Every such court was required to have women legal advisors, and the court 

decision was to be made in consultation with women legal advisors. Therefore, many 

women who were eligible to act as judges could work as counsel (Afshar, 1998, pp. 124–

125). A woman member of parliament (Marzieh Dastjerdi) stressed the role of a woman 

consulting a judge to inform women about their rights before the law and information on 

legal problems that they faced (Zamani, 2000). However, females still did not have the 

right to become a judge, and their presentation in courts was limited to that of an advisory 

position (Afshar, 1998; Keddie, 2000a).  

 

During the Fifth Majles, hundreds of women took to the street, angered by domestic 

violence against women and child abuse. The area of family law in which women saw the 

most pressing need for change was that of child custody (Afshar, 1998; Hoodfar, 1996; 

Hoodfar & Kar, 1996). On the Shia Child Custody Laws, the mother had no child custody 

rights over their children. After their divorce, mothers had no custody rights of boys until 

age seven and girls until age seven, after which time children were returned to their father 

and his relatives, even if the father was guilty of the abuse of a child. Though, before the 

revolution, the court could decide which parent was best situated to raise the children 

(Esfandiari, 1994, 2004; Hoodfar, 1999; Kar & Hoodfar, 1996).  

 

Granting child custody to the father or his family came under attack with the rising 

number of war widows during the war between Iran and Iraq (1980-1988). Many of the 

women who had lost their husbands in the war also lost the custody of their children to 

their husband’s families. Women’s publication printed the story of these women. Also, 

widows exerted pressure on the government to change the law to permit them to keep 

custody of their children (H. Esfandiari, 1994, 2004). They had not any problem in 

expressing their opinions because they were considered the support of the government. 

They hence started writing and giving public talks about their experience. These activities 

forced Ayatollah Khomeini to issue a statement which returned the custody of the 
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children to the war widows. In 1985, a bill eventually passed, which gave the custody of 

the children to the war widows even after they remarried, unless the court ruled the 

mother was not qualified for such responsibilities (Hoodfar, 1999; Kar & Hoodfar, 1996, 

pp. 36–37).  

 

The new law did not extend to all women; its significance stemmed from breaking with 

Shia belief. Notwithstanding, the debate about child custody in women’s magazines 

continued. Women’s magazines published letters from women who had faced problems, 

complaining about the injustice of the civil codes that had been granted to the father (Kar, 

1997a). For example, one article in Zanan criticized custodial rights, which under the law 

went to the husband and his family. The writer, Mehrangiz Kar, believed that there was 

no conclusive evidence that Islam granted the custody of children to men (Kar, 1997b). 

Moreover, some clerics started addressing the custodial issues. For example, Bojnourdi 

pointed out that the custody law should be re-examined by contemporary jurisprudence 

to fit better and manage the current circumstances (Ramazani, 1993a, pp. 418–419).  

 

One of the most significant events wherein the custody laws came under attack was the 

case of Arian. It was Shirin Ebadi who raised the issue of custody rights for mothers. Arian 

was a nine-year-old girl, who had been forced to live with her father after her parents got 

divorced. She was tortured and killed by her father and her stepbrother (Hubbard-Brown, 

2007, p. 73). The cruel death of Arian Golashani led to the call for the reform of the Islamic 

Law, which favored men over women. Iranian newspapers gave extensive coverage to 

Arian’s death, and suddenly the child custody right became topical. Shirin Ebadi 

represented Arian’s mother in the court case. She had established the Association for 

Support of Children’s Rights in 1995. Ebadi had served the families of individuals who had 

been murdered, victims of child abuse, and mothers whose children had been taken from 

them under Iran’s Child Custody Laws (Hubbard-Brown, 2007; Iranshenasi, 2003; Mir-

Hosseini, 2003; Zanan, 1997e).  
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In the summer of 1997, the Association called for a demonstration. It organized a 

memorial in the local mosque and asked people to attend the ceremony. Ebadi told the 

story of Arian to the people in the mosque. Ebadi blamed Iran’s Child Custody Laws for 

Aryan’s death and said that our law killed her. She explained that the child’s life could 

have been saved if she had not been taken away from her mother. Ebadi argued that the 

law should be changed so that the court decides to give custody of the children to the 

right parents after a divorce. Likewise, she criticized the legal system for its failure to take 

measures to stop the violence inflicted on women and children in the family. She asked 

her audience to leave flowers in the mosque if they agreed with reform. Ebadi said that 

as everyone left, the floor of the mosque was covered with flowers and then a large 

number of participants started shouting “the Law must be amended” (Rostami Povey, 

2005). After a month, through the pressure from below and as a result of the effort of 

women lawyers and female MPs, Iranian Majles changed certain laws. Under the 

reformed laws, a woman would have the rights to have the custody of her children in the 

case where the husband, as the custodial parent, is unfit (Halper, 2005; Sedghi, 2007). 

Ebadi said “this was a small step forward since what we wanted was for the court to take 

into account the best interest of the child. This is our goal” (quoted in Fisk, 1997); 

nevertheless, it was a promising step toward protecting women and children and 

advancing their rights.  The active participation of women deputies within the Majles 

challenged the existing unequal gender relations. However, the initiatives of women MPs 

of the Fifth Majles to amend the existing legal codes affecting women’s ability to enjoy 

their rights did not meet women’s expectations.  

 

In sum, the increasing influence of Islamization had fuelled hostility toward women’s 

activism, so the women activists had adopted a more defensive posture. However, with 

the growing visibility of women in public, the government could not manage to meet the 

rising demands of the women it claimed to represent. The political ideology of the 

government did not reflect the social reality of women’s position in Iranian society. The 

failure of the government to meet women’s frustration led to experiencing a broad sense 

of deep grievances. The idea of ‘reform’ emerged as a response to these demands and 
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grievances, which in turn led to a more significant mobilization of women in the 1997 

presidential election (Hoodfar, 1999; Kar & Hoodfar, 1996).  

 

Women and the politics in the Reformist Phase 

We can think of the reformist phase as the time that a “loose coalition of dissident Shi‘i 

clerics, seminary students, university students, intellectuals, and middle-class 

professionals” gradually formed a movement and mobilized people behind their political 

project for the struggle for hegemony in the mid-1990s (Rahimi, 2012, p. 61). As part of 

this period, we see an increase in women’s participation in the 1997 presidential election 

both as potential candidates and as voters whereby women demonstrated that it was not 

acceptable to denounce them as inferior in the public arena, denying them their rights or 

ignoring their issues. Women activists took the initiative to use the period of the 

presidential election to raise their demands. Azam Taleqani and eight other women 

registered as candidates in the 1997 presidential election yet were later disqualified by 

the Council of Guardians and thus barred from running in the final contest 

(Sheikholeslami, 1997). The Council of Guardians, a twelve-member jury appointed by the 

faqih and the head of the judiciary, were to approve all legislation. They could veto bills 

enacted by the legislature if they deemed them contrary to the spirit of either the 

Constitution or the sharia. It also had the power to vet candidates running for public office 

–including the Majles and the presidency (Abrahamian, 2008, p. 164).  

 

In the 1997 presidential election, there was tension over the interpretation of the term 

(rajal-e siyassi), an Arabic term that refers to political personages, between women 

activists and the Council of the Guardians. According to article 115 of the Constitution, 

the president must be elected from among the religious and political rajal (Kadivar, 2012, 

p. 108). The word, which defines the requirement for assuming the post of president of 

the republic, means both a man and a renowned personage, which by definition can also 

be a woman (Kian, 2011, p. 30). The term rajal has been interpreted in the literal sense as 

meaning political men in order to exclude women to become a presidential candidate. 

However, the ambiguity in the concept of “rajal” led women’s rights activists to argue that 

the constitutional law did not prevent women from running for presidential election. 
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Hence, these women who ran for the presidency, brought this debate to the public sphere 

and in turn increased the pressure on the government (Kadivar, 2012).  

 

The disqualification of all nine women became a focus of resentment. Some women 

activists, such as Ahmadi Khorasani, believed women should take their distance from state 

and work outside the structure of the state to form a women’s movement at the level of 

civil society rather than at the institutional level (Ahamdi Khorasani, 1998, pp. 1–17). 

However, many women activists demanded women’s participation in the presidential 

election as voters. They viewed state power as a machine to help to achieve women’s 

political objectives. Hence, they carried meetings about the role of women in society and 

their problems. Some journals, such as Zanan and Payam-e Hajar, were involved in the 

presidential election and published articles about women’s issues. They believed that 

according to the Constitution there was no restriction on the accessibility of women 

becoming the head of state of the Islamic Republic of Iran (Rostami Povey, 2001).  

 

Azam Taleqani, a religious woman’s rights activists and the editor of Payam-e Hajar, 

challenged the Council of Guardians over their objection. She pointed out that her 

intention to run for presidential election was that she wanted the term “rajal” that was 

used in the Constitution to be clarified (Zanan, 1997a). She also explained that there was 

no religious impediment for women to become president, and they could become 

president. She said the Council of the Guardians “has a particular reading of Islamic laws 

for women which can be changed”(quoted in Rostami Povey, 2001). She added that the 

term rajal means “a personality or qualified person” in the political discourse rather than 

a “man” (Zanan, 1997a). Taleqani said that Ayatollah Beheshti, one of the founding fathers 

of the Islamic Republic of Iran, interpreted the term “rajal” as a leading political and 

religious personage (Zanan, 1997a).  

 

Likewise, Kar, an outspoken Iranian feminist lawyer and writer, explained that women had 

been absent from the high-ranking official positions of the executive branch of power. 

Standing in the way of women was Article 115, where the term “rajal” appeared to be 
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applied to exclusively religious and political men while it could be read as religious and 

political figures (Kar, 1994, p. 23). Kar also explained that even if the Constitution gives 

women the right to be president, as long as the political leaders do not believe that 

women and men have the same rights to run the country, they cannot become president 

because they will interpret the Constitution in a way that will not benefit women’s rights 

(quoted in Shahidian, 2002, p.54). Faezeh Hashemi pointed out that there was no 

difference between the presidency of the Republic and the management of government 

service, both positions involve responsibilities in the administration. Therefore, “why 

should a woman not lead the country when she can legitimately be at the head of the 

government service?” she explained (quoted in Kian, 1997a, p. 75).  

 

Zanan magazine also devoted its pre-election issue to the presidential election and 

encouraged women to push the boundaries. One article in Zanan, for instance, pointed 

out that “women can stand for president.” The report argued that reform must be placed 

on the social conception of women’s capabilities, not the legal understanding of women’s 

rights because the law confirmed the women’s rights (Norozi, 1197). Research also 

conducted in Tehran showed that 62% of the respondents agreed with the idea that a 

woman becomes president. Women (74%) agreed significantly with the idea that a 

woman could become president (Zanan, 1997c). It should be mentioned that at the time 

of the presidential election there was a relatively high number of women leaders in Asia, 

such as Indira Gandhi and Benazir Bhutto (Afshar, 1996). Zanan magazine published an 

interview with Khatami while his leading conservative opponent declined an interview 

request from the magazine. Ali Akbar Nategh Nouri, then-Speaker of the Majles, the 

conservative candidate for president, and his campaign were unaware of the influence 

and importance of the magazine in mobilizing women’s vote. One Iranian newspaper, 

which was associated with Khatami’s rival, published an article describing the interview 

as a waste of time (Bakhash, 1998; Rajaee, 2010, p. 196).  

 

In his interview with Zanan, Khatami announced that the government had failed to fulfill 

its duty toward women. He explained that “women in our society have been oppressed. 
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They have not enjoyed the rights that Islam gives them; they have not been given equal 

access to the resources and opportunities. Now mistakes must be rectified and help 

women achieve their rights”. He continues that “civil society contributes to shaping 

diverse groups’ demands, including women. If they increase their power and determine 

their demands and claims, they can transform their rightful claims into laws (Zanan, 

1997b, p. 3). Khatami confirmed his support for the greater political participation of 

women. He believed that “there is no distinction between women and men, and I do not 

see any obstacle in the way of women to become cabinet ministers. The social-political 

responsibility allocation is based on ability, not on gender in an Islamic country; I mean 

those who disqualify women for being women”. He maintained that women had achieved 

the capability to be given rights to participate in administrative decision- making, even if 

they faced problems and failed, we should not use it as an excuse for disqualifying women. 

Women must be permitted to have more presence at the executive level (Zanan, 1997b, 

p. 4).  

 

The Zanan magazine put a picture of Khatami on the cover and portrayed him as friendly 

to women’s demands and the magazine also published a series of questions that Nategh 

Nouri, Khatami’s chief rival, had refused to answer, along with a black and white picture 

of that candidate on the inside of the pages. His refusal to be interviewed portrayed 

Nategh Nouri as unfriendly to women’s issues (Kian, 2002b, p. 57), this was at the time 

the Taliban’s extremist version of Islam was dominant. Some people compared the 

campaign of a conservative with the Taliban in his regard for stricter social and 

employment restrictions on women. Rumors spread that Khatami’s rival would impose 

the black color and chador for females if he won the election. Women activists accused 

him of having a conservative reading of Islam (Fairbanks, 2003). Hence, Khatami and 

Nategh Nouri represented two different approaches toward women. Nategh Nouri was 

perceived as a symbol of the status quo, seeing little need for political and cultural reform 

toward women, while Khatami was received as a symbol of change, advocating a more 

significant cultural and political reform (Fairbanks, 2003, p. 213; Tazmini, 2009, p. 51). 

Hence, women and the younger generations saw Khatami as an agent for social and 
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political change, believing that Khatami could bring social and political reform to Iran using 

the existing political system (Jahanbegloo, 2013, p. 71).  

 

Finally, Khatami won the election, with almost 70 percent of the vote in a campaign in 

which 80 percent of those eligible to vote participated. As Abrahamian explains his 

primary support came from “the modern middle class, college students, women, and 

urban workers” (2008, p. 186), who saw him as an alternative to the hardliners who had 

governed since the revolution. It was estimated that a majority of women voted for 

Khatami, with 80 percent of women’s votes. In the presidential election, women made up 

44 percent of voter participation, given that some 80 percent of total eligible voters 

participated in the election (Beck & Nashat, 2004, p. 4). The results signaled the 

widespread displeasure, especially on the part of women, based on the existing realities. 

The 1997 presidential election brought women at the center of the political stage. 

Khatami recognized this fact in his inaugural speech, in August 1997, declared his 

commitment to addressing the problems of ordinary women and providing a particular 

plan for the improvement of the women’s condition (Afshar, 1998, p. 217).  

 

Thus women’s issues have achieved prominence within debates, particularly during the 

Presidential election. Activists used reformist religious interpretation to set political 

agendas and frame issues. The frame was in favor of egalitarian gender roles in Islamic 

terms that sought to improve women’s position in society and advance women’s role in 

politics. They were so effective at mobilizing women to get involved in politics and mainly 

against conservative groups.    

 

Women in Executive Power  

The election of Mohamad Khatami as the president of Iran (May 23, 1997) strengthened 

the voices of women’s rights advocates. However, despite his promise and women’s 

expectation for increasing the levels of women’s political participation, he appointed no 

women as ministers. For example, Faezeh Hashmi was hopeful that Khatami would 

nominate women as cabinet ministers. She believed that Iranian women would prove 
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their competence if they were appointed as ministers (Hosseini, 2010, p. 204). There were 

many pressures directed against Khatami by hardliners. When a journalist asked him why 

he did not appoint a woman minister, he replied: “I do not want to risk” angering clerics. 

As Zahra Shojaei later stated that clerics sent a message to Khatami to warn him about 

appointing female minister (Bani-Yaghob, 2005). To nominate female ministers, Khatami 

had people power on his side. At the time, a poll showed that 65 percent of respondents 

indicated no objection that Khatami would include at least three women ministers in his 

cabinet (Poya, 1999, p. 146). What was clear was his progressive position on gender issues 

which later led to a confrontation with the conservative. He responded to women’s 

demands in different ways. For the first time after the revolution, Khatami appointed two 

women to his cabinet. Masomeh Ebtekar has been named as the head of the Environment 

Protection Organization of Iran, and Zahra Shojaei was also appointed as advisor to the 

president and the head of the Center for Women’s Participation. And later, he nominated 

Zahra Rahnavard as his senior adviser on cultural affairs (Kadivar, 2012, p. 124; Siavoshi, 

2004, p. 177).  

 

Khatami was aware of women’s role in his campaign to become president and called for 

the establishment of a more civic and non-governmental organization to benefit Iranian 

women (Mahdi, 2003, p. 64). Hence, he undertook an alternative initiative to enhance the 

presence of women in positions of power given their absence from the executive. He 

upgraded “the Bureau of Women’s Affairs in the President Office” to “the Center for 

Women’s Participation.” The Center sought to increase the number of women in decision-

making positions throughout the country and campaigned for women’s rights (H. 

Esfandiari, 2004, p. 159). To give women a stronger voice, the Center became part of the 

President’s office, and the director held cabinet rank as an advisor to the president. He 

then replaced Shahla Habibi with Zahra Shojaei as an advisor on women’s affairs. The 

Center had a significant role in entering women’s issues to the third five-year 

Development Plan (2000-2004) and integrating a gender perspective in the fourth five-

year Plan (2005-2008) (Shojaei, 2005). For the first time in the third Plan, the government 

was assigned to prepare the ground for the establishment of Women’s Non-

Governmental Organizations and establish a national mechanism for prevention and 



126 
 

supporting women against violence (Shojaei, 2005, p. 8). Also, in article 111 of the fourth 

plan, the government required strengthing the role of women in society, to develop equal 

opportunities for women, and increase women’s political participation around the 

country. Clause D “to submit a bill on supporting the creation and expansion of NGOs, civil 

bodies, and women’s organizations to the Islamic Assembly” (Shojaei, 2005, p. 8). As a 

result, the Center took on an active role in creating and enabling women’s NGOs, and a 

large number were allowed to register and operate. The Center also supported many 

women’s NGOs activities, including the sponsoring of the conference and research. Since 

the Beijing Conference, the number of women’s Non-Governmental Organizations 

increased. By 2005, there were 480 women’s NGOs from 67 in 1997 (Mir-Hosseini, 2006b). 

According to Tahmasebi, “the NGOs sectors became possibly the fastest growing and 

more vibrant area within Iran’s new and emerging civil society” (quoted in Stachursky, 

2013, p.134). The establishment of different types of NGOs for women even in rural areas, 

such as Rural Girls Clubs and the women activist’s interest in running for office paved the 

way for more active participation of Iranian women in formal politics. A clear sign of 

ordinary women’s interest in the policy can be understood in the Local Council Election in 

1999 (Shojaei, 2005).  

 

Likewise, the Center played a significant role in encouraging women to participate actively 

both as candidates and as voters in local council elections which was a new avenue for 

women’s political participation. On 26 February 1999, for the first time, the government 

held a local council election (despite the existence of this provision in the Constitution) 

across Iran for the position of city and village council. The local councils together with the 

parliament are the decision-making and administrative organs of the state (IBP & Inc, 

2012, p. 88). Zahra Shojaei, the advisor on women’s affairs, asked women to run for office. 

The Center for Women’s Participation together with other ministries, including the 

Ministries of Interior, Agriculture, Culture and Islamic Guidance, and Education held over 

one hundred workshops and meetings throughout the country to promote the 

participation of women (Shahrokni, 1999). For example, In a conference which held at the 

Center for Women’s Participation, Ashraf Boroujerdi, a deputy of Ministry of Interior, 

asked women to participate in the election and even to vote for female candidates. She 
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said: building a community would not be possible without the active presence of women 

and their participation could solve their problems (Shahrokni, 1999).  

 

Alongside the promotion of the local election by the government, women’s magazines 

and women activists also encouraged women to participate in the local and municipal 

election in 1999. Zan, the first daily paper newspaper wholly dedicated to women, 

publicized a political platform (Sreberny & Khiabany, 2010). It encouraged women’s 

participation regardless of their political affiliation and pushed them to stand as 

candidates and compete with men in a male-dominated society. As Faezeh Hashemi, the 

director of Zan explained that she supported these women because the aim of the 

publication was a response to need, writing for women from women’s perspective. 

Hashemi formed Women’s committees in some cities to put pressure on local 

governments to take women’s issues seriously (Poya, 1999, pp. 141–142; Rostami Povey, 

2001, p. 48).  

 

Women activists also held some meetings and workshops to examine factors that may 

increase women’s political participation. For example, a forum on women’s right to 

political involvement took place in Amirkabir Universities. Many women activists and male 

supporters, including Mehrangiz Kar and Alireza Alavitabar, participated in this forum. Kar 

said that women were never positioned in important decision-making posts after the 

revolution because of weak democratic institutions, such as political parties and 

independent unions. She explained that the best way to gain a more significant share in 

decision-making and leadership was to encourage women to become active members of 

thriving reform movements and to increase women’s political participation (Zanan, 1998, 

p.8). Alavitabar explained that while there several obstacles that made women's 

involvement in the electoral process more difficult, the primary stumbling block was that 

women felt powerless to change their situation. Hence, he believed removing the barriers 

women faced, depended on women’s determination to defend their rights (Zanan, 1998, 

p.9).  
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These strategies led to an increase in the number of women who were nominated to run 

for office compared with the Fifth Majles election (Shahrokni, 1999). Over three hundred 

thousand candidates competed for seats in 35,000 villages and over 900 municipal 

councils. Women comprised 7.3 percent of the applicants (about 7,251 women). Women 

won a slightly higher proportion of posts, 7.7 percent, compared with the male 

candidates. Women gained about 300 seats in 233 cities and 483 villages. One hundred 

and seventy-seven city councils had one woman counselor, 48 had two women, six 

councils had three women, and one had four women (Namazi, 2000, pp. 110–111; UNDP, 

1999, p. 94). This means that a large number of women were participating in decision-

making at both the city and local level on social, political, and cultural issues. These local 

councils served as springboards for the election of women reformists in the next Majles. 

 

It was during the Reform Era that women’ activists were able to create a unique 

relationship with the government that was remarkable for the levels of connection 

between women activists outside the government and those within the government. This 

enabled those women who had been excluded from political influence to gain access to 

state power. In this way, women activists were able to pursue reformist and incremental 

goals and keep the momentum sometimes associated with women’s activism alive.  

 

Women in the Sixth Majles (2000-2004) 

The participation of Iranian women in the Sixth Majles election was another front for 

women to demonstrate their demands for social and political empowerment. On the 

occasion of the election, the reformists introduced their political agendas to energize 

voters, especially women to participate in the election. In their plans, they promised to 

produce more significant gender equality through changes in the legal status of women 

(Vatandoust, 2000, p. 9). An extensive campaign was launched to encourage women to 

participate in voting. For example, some women’s rights activists held a meeting to 

evaluate the performance of women deputies in the Fifth Majles in which Mehrangiz Kar, 

female lawyer and writer, and Shirin Ebadi, a prominent feminist lawyer, were present at 

this meeting (Kar, 2007, p. 209). Kar criticized the strategy of “women against women” 

through which the women MPs put forward policies and proposals that attempted to 
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curtail the women’s activities. For example, two woman MPs in the Fifth Majles, Marzieh 

Vahid-Dastjerdi, and Monireh Nobakht proposed to reduce the publication of articles 

about women’s rights in the press, because they breached Islamic law. However, these 

women MPs went so far as to threaten Kar and Ebadi with retaliatory action (Ebrahimi, 

1998; Khoshchereh, 2007).  

 

Zanan magazine devoted two issues to the legislative elections and asked women to vote. 

Zanan published articles about the activities of women MPs within the Fifth Majles and 

examined women’s priorities in the Sixth Majles (Ebrahimi, 2000). Nayereh Tohidi 

published an article in Zanan and encouraged women’s participation in the election and 

urged more women to run for election. She believed that women should vote for those 

who uphold women’s protective legislation and they should not sacrifice the rights of 

women for political gain (N. Tohidi, 2000). Zanan also interviewed with many Iranian 

scholars and activists.  In one of them, Jalaeipour, a well-known scholar, pointed out that 

increasing the number of women’s participation in the election could help alleviate 

discrimination. However, he believed that women should create civil institutions and 

women’s NGOs and engage in purposeful participations which pursue women’s specific 

demands and grievances (Jalaeipour, 2000). 

 

In 2002, 502 female candidates registered for the parliamentary election. The percentage 

of women parliamentary candidates reached 7.3 percent from 6.4 percent in the Fifth 

Majles, in which 351 female candidates had registered. Women voters sent 12 reformist 

candidates to the Sixth Majles in 2000 and did not vote for the conservative candidates 

who would push for stricter implementation of Islamic law. The proportion of women 

elected to parliament decreased to 4.4 percent from 5.6 percent (Ministry of Interior, 

2009). Although the number of women deputies dropped, the 2000 parliamentary 

election brought a new generation of women deputies to the Sixth Majles boldly showing 

their interest in amending the law for females. According to a member of the hardliners, 

the women deputies were “active, positive, lively, and joyful. However, I do not accept 

their views but cannot ignore their activities” (Zanan, 2000).  



130 
 

 

The first controversy was started by conservative groups because some women deputies, 

including Elaheh Koolaee, Fatemeh Khatami, and Tahereh Rezazadeh decided not to wear 

the chador, or full-body cloak, in Majles. Elaheh Koolaee said that “I will go to the Majles 

dressed as I was during my campaign. No way will I put on the chador”(Ghazi, 2000, p. 22). 

Since the Revolution in 1979, all women entering the Majles had worn the chador. 

Marzieh Dabbagh, a former woman MP, reacted to Koolaee’s statements by threatening 

to harm any women who would dare come to Majles (Ebrahimi, 2001, p. 18). However, 

Koolaee resisted pressures and entered the Sixth Majles for the first time that a woman 

wore a headscarf in the Majles (Bahramitash, 2007, p. 95). These women deputies were a 

part of reformist groups practicing the veil differently from the conservatives. They 

believed that veiling was not limited to the black color and chador in Islam, adding that all 

forms of veiling, from the simple headscarf to the chador were acceptable. Jamileh 

Kadivar, a member of the Majles, pointed out that veiling was an Islamic principle, but 

women must be free to choose its shape, color, and design (Seday-e Zan, 2000). They also 

argued that “Islam rises above these kinds of oppressions and superstitions that are 

forced on people in the name of religion” (Haeri, 2006, p. 125). Haghighatjoo stated that 

“Islam is not a problem. The problem is the serious resistance of men from different 

classes and not only the clergy, who justify their patriarchal views with wrong 

interpretations of religion” (quoted in Afshar, 2007, p.431). Reformist women deputies 

claimed that Islam had the capacity for change, was able to protect women‘s rights and 

respond to the women’s demand in modern society (Koolaee, 2014, p.305). Hence, 

women deputies in the Sixth Majles sought to frame their demands and grievances in 

Islamic terms to challenge the conservative forces which under “the influence of 

traditional Islam and the patriarchal system” were opposed to women’s rights (Koolaee, 

2014, p.299).  

 

Women deputies assumed that they could improve gender equality through legal 

parliamentary means in the Sixth Mjles in which they enjoyed the support of a 

considerable number of reformist deputies, dominating the Parliament 65 percent 

(Koolaee, 2012, p. 141). Because of the small number of women in the Sixth Majles, they 
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had to concentrate on women’s issues. Hence, women deputies formed a bloc that came 

to be referred to as the Women’s Faction, which provided opportunities for influence and 

change (Koolaee, 2012, p.141).  

 

Moreover, Fatemeh Rakei became the first head of the Women’s Faction. However, in the 

beginning, the question of who can speak for or on behalf of women became the central 

concern within the Majles. Some women deputies opposed the formation of the Women’s 

Faction. Fatemeh Haghighatjoo believed that there was no reason to form an inclusive 

Women’s Faction because the atmosphere in the parliament was women-friendly. 

Women deputies would need help and cooperation from male associates to pursue 

women’s issues. Haghighatjoo explained that if women just focused on women’s 

problems the male deputies would be indifferent to women’s issues (Ebrahimi, 2001, p. 

19). However, later she joined the Women’s Faction, and men were dislodged from their 

role of speaking for women. Furthermore, women managed to occupy some high 

positions on different broads, commissions, and committees of the Majles. For example, 

for the first time, a woman became a candidate for vice-chairman of the Parliament. 

Jelowdarzadeh, a reformist woman deputy, became the first woman to be elected to the 

Majles Speakers Committee (Koolaee, 2012; Zanan, 2000).  

 

In order to pass laws concerning women’s issues, first of all, women deputies sought to 

gain the approval of high-ranking clerics, which would function as a religious justification 

for female deputies to pursue legal reforms. They negotiated and interacted with clerics 

about the issue of equality in Islam, and sought to find a new interpretation of Islam and 

Islamic law which would be more attentive to the women’s status. As Haghighatjoo 

explained that to pass any law, “ we used to refer to social realities, but also, we conveyed 

that these issues were not against Islam. For each of our projects, we used to speak with 

the clerics to gain their support” (quoted in Fazaeli, 2012, p.282). For example, women 

deputies petitioned Islamic clerics to demand that compensation paid to the family of a 

female victim in a murder case be the same as that paid for a man (Moghadam, 2003, 

p.218). In addition, women deputies also had regular meetings and seminars with 
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women’s rights activists to study various problems and challenges that women faced 

(Haghighatjoo & Nikou, 2011). For example, with the assistance of Shirin Ebadi, the 

Women’s Faction was able to pass the Protection of Youth and Children Rights Bill, which 

protected all sorts of violations of the rights of children and youth (Koolaee, 2014, p.305).  

 

Furthermore, the Women’s Faction introduced a series of laws relating to women’s rights 

to alleviate the severity and the impact of patriarchal laws on Iranian women’s lives, a 

tactic that met with some success (Bahramitash, 2007, p. 95). One reduced the severity 

of veiling for children by allowing more colorful uniforms and scarves. The Women’s 

Faction also contributed to an amendment of the Child Custody Laws. Single women 

received permission to study abroad on a government scholarship (Afary, 2010b). They 

were successful to increase the legal age of marriage for girls from 9 to 13. According to 

Monshipouri, this was not what Kar, Ebadi, and other women’s rights activists wanted, 

which was increasing the legal age of marriage to eighteen, yet it was an improvement 

over the prior laws (Monshipouri, 2004, p.5). 

 

Likewise, calls for the adoption of the UN Convention on Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), which gave gender equality an explicit 

international legal mandate, was ratified with some reservations by a parliamentary 

majority (Afary, 2010b, pp. 43–44; Mir-Hosseini, 2011). This sparked intense debates. 

While women deputies believed that the approval of the Convention would strengthen 

women’s rights, the conservative accused these representatives of breaching Islamic law 

and proclaimed the provisions of CEDAW  as un-Islamic (Koolaee, 2014, p.300). They 

believed that CEDAW undermined the family structure and people’s honor, denied any 

distinction between men and women, promoted abortion rights, sexual freedom, and 

promiscuity (Resalat, 2003). Also, a high-ranking conservative cleric wrote an open letter 

to the parliament demanding the withdrawal of the bill (Mir-hosseini, 2002, p. 50). In 

contrast, women’s rights advocacy groups (the Women’s Cultural Center) decided to 

organize a public forum in support of CEDAW. However, they did not receive permission 

to hold a gathering. Thus, they published an open letter in Yass newspaper and defended 
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the bill (Women’s Cultural Center, 2004a). The Center also organized public meetings, 

seminars, and workshops on CEDAW to enhance awareness. Even though the parliament 

ratified the bill in 2003, the Council of Guardians rejected it, because of its inconsistency 

with sharia law (Koolaee, 2012, p. 142). 

 

Women deputies also participated in other issues related to public political discourse on 

democracy as well as other matters. For example, Fatemeh Haghighatjoo criticized the 

administrative system and defended the citizen’s rights. She was among the supporters 

of student protest. Haghighatjoo gave a parliamentary speech upholding the rights of the 

students during the student protest in June 2003. She revealed a powerful attack on 

defenseless student dormitories and assaults on students at university campuses that had 

resulted in death and severe injuries to the students (Mir-Hosseini, 2005). Haghighatjoo 

also was among those who resigned in the protest at the barring of thousands of 

candidates in the next parliamentary election. On the day of her resignation, Haghighatjoo 

criticized the political system for undermining the democratic element of the Islamic 

Republic of Iran. She added that reform from within the system was no longer possible 

(Barlow & Akbarzadeh, 2008, p. 11). Her speech reflected the sentiment of many Iranian 

men and women. She then was sentenced to prison (the sentence was suspended on 

appeal) for offending Islamic principles and defaming the Council of Guardians and 

subsequently left Iran with her family (Kar, 2014, pp. 320–321; Mir-Hosseini, 2005; 

Tazmini, 2009, p. 111).  

 

However, despite the harassment and pressure of the conservatives, the Sixth Majles was 

a turning point for women and the politics of gender. They exerted considerable effort to 

enhance women’s status and more than any other parliament, and they had the 

opportunity to change the laws. They set out a strategy for change through lobbying high 

ranking clerics and working with women activists. To demonstrate that claims for 

women’s rights were not alien to Islam, they utilized a women-friendly interpretation of 

religious text. The Sixth Majles ended with the return of the hardliners to power in 



134 
 

parliament in 2004 because the Council of Guardians disqualified many reformists 

candidates (Koolaee, 2012, p.144). 

 

Thus, it can be argued that with the changes in the political environment, there was 

growth related to women’s involvement in mainstream politics and in influencing the 

political agenda of reformist groups. Women activism also continued mostly by non-

disruptive action within the government and institutions. Women were moved into 

mainstream politics in order to change the practices and laws that excluded women from 

political decision-making positions and to create a space and a structure within and 

alongside the state for gender-related claims.  

 

The Rise of Secular Feminists 

A relatively more relaxed political atmosphere led to an increase in women’s presence, 

especially secular women, as they gained more self-confidence in seeking their rights 

during the Reform era (Monshipouri, 2006). Since the revolution in 1979, many secular 

women had been removed from many positions within the government. They were 

accused of holding an anti-Islamic view and acting as an agent of Western power (Keddie, 

2000a). From the early 1990s, secular women, such as researchers and university 

professors had started organizing informal groups to discuss various issues relevant to the 

status of women, ranging from women’s role in modern Iran, contemporary reading of 

feminism and women’s socio-economic participation (Stachursky, 2013, p.137). For 

example, in 1993, secular women arranged a study group, entitled “Social Participation of 

Women” at a university department (Kian, 2002a, p.131). However, following President 

Khatami, secular feminists, who had been marginalized for two decades, began to add 

their voices to the emerging dissent among religious women.  

 

The relative relaxation of repression in the Khatami years, including the emergence of the 

institutions of civil society and expansion of freedom of expression, allowed secular 

women to form more formal groups to address gender inequalities and discrimination in 
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society (M. Mahdavi, 2009; Mir-Hosseini, 2006b; Shekarloo, 2005). These secular women 

activists became involved in producing and publishing on women’s issues, raising 

consciousness, and improving women’s rights through social and political participation 

(Stachursky, 2013). For example, Shahla Lahiji and Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani played an 

enormous role in promoting feminist views through their work and activities (Ardalan, 

2007b) even though it was still taboo to use supportive words about feminism and 

Western women (N. Tohidi, 2002b). Lahiji has published several books, such as feminist 

works and historical studies. Lahiji was the first Iranian woman to found and own a 

publishing house, Roshangaran Press (Roshangaran Publishing Inc), in Iran. She opened 

the door for other women’s entry into the publishing market, and more than 500 women 

having licenses to publish books, and half of these publishers are active (Plaschi & Lahiji, 

2007; Vanzan, 2013, p. 234). Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani was a journalist, publisher, 

translator, and director of the publishing house Towseh. She sought to deconstruct the 

distorted stereotypes about Western women in Iran produced by conservatives (N. Tohidi, 

2002a, p. 301). Furthermore, Khorasani attempted to bridge the gap between the 

different types of feminism, secular and Islamic, Iranian and Western, by including a 

picture and a short biography of Iranians and non-Iranians (Khiabany & Sreberny, 2004, p. 

35; Mir-Hosseini, 2002a, p. 117). 

 

In 2000, two successive events happened which had a significant role in increasing 

women’s activism. First, Shahla Lahiji and Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani invited a group of 

women to celebrate International Women's Day publicly and openly on 8 March 2000. 

Hence, after years, there was a shift in Iranian women’s activism. The event was the first 

celebration of International Women’s Day after the last public celebration of International 

Women’s Day in 1979 (Bad Jens, 2000). During the Islamic revolution, celebrating 

International Women’s Day was hazardous. The government had rejected International 

Women's Day. Instead, an Islamic Women’s Day had been adopted to challenge 

International Women’s Day and control and channel women’s activities (Haeri, 2006, p. 

137).  
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Despite such efforts, most women activists had rejected such models (N. Tohidi, 2002a). 

The gathering was held in Shar-e Ketab Center (bookstore), and it was organized by a 

"Komite-ye bargozar konande" (Bad Jens, 2000), a coalition of independent women’s 

groups, which included members of children’s and environment’s NGOs, women’s 

publishers, and ordinary women. Although the event was not publicized in the media, it 

was well-organized, and more than 1,000 women attended. The place was packed. The 

event featured a variety of presentations by women of various ages and backgrounds. The 

conference held in the year 2000 brought women from Afghanistan and Bangladesh while 

the one in 1979 attracted some Western radical feminists including Kate Millet (Bad Jens, 

2004b; N. Tohidi, 2002a). They gave short speeches on different issues, ranging from the 

history of Iranian feminism to eco-feminism, to the women's movements in Afghanistan 

and Bangladesh (Bad Jens, 2000; Shojaee, 2009b; Women’s Cultural Center, 2004a). Also, 

the program included musical performances by young women musicians, which marked 

“another sign of a small yet helpful opening in the scope and liveliness of women’s 

activism”(N. Tohidi, 2002a, p.225).  

 

The second event led to the division of Muslim and secular women activists following a 

conference in Berlin in April 2000, when two leading secular feminists, Shahla Lahiji, and 

Mehrangiz Kar, were arrested soon after their return from the Berlin Conference. The 

German Green party had invited Eighteen Iranian to a major conference in Berlin Entitled 

“Iran after the Election” on civil society and the reform process in Iran (Khiabany, 2009, 

p.111). The conference became notorious in Iran for two things. Firstly, the conference 

was disrupted by a group from the exiled Iranian opposition, including a woman who 

danced in her underwear in protest against compulsory veiling, another who appeared in 

a bikini and a head-scarf, and a man who took his clothes off. Secondly, some of the 

panelists were outspoken in their criticism of Iranian government, such as, Kar and Lahiji 

who addressed the barriers to the development of civil society in Iran and attacked the 

repressive policies of the government. All of this was filmed, and it was shown on Iranian 

National Television to discredit the Reformists for their participation in a conference 

where Islam had been insulted (Mir-Hosseini & Tapper, 2006, p.37; Mir-hosseini, 2002, 

p.47).  
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The government responded to the conference severely. Upon their return to Iran, they 

were summoned by the Revolutionary Court. Some of the attendees, such as Hasan Yusefi 

Eshkevari, were charged with “acting out against the internal security of the state and 

disparaging the holy order of the Islamic Republic.” As it relates to the women, Mehrangiz 

Kar (lawyer) and Shahla Lahiji (publisher) were imprisoned (Keddie, 2000a). In addition, 

Kar was charged with “violating the Islamic dress code at the Berlin Conference,” and 

“denying the commands of the shari‘a” and abusing the sacred principles (Kar, 2005). 

They spent two months in prison. Shirin Ebadi acted as their defense lawyer and later she 

was also imprisoned for defending them. Ebadi was also banned from practicing law for 

years and faced a further charge for her denial to wear the chador. In contrast, religious 

women, such as Shahla Sherkat faced fines but no incarceration, and Jamileh kadivar was 

acquitted of all charges. It became apparent that secular women were being dealt with 

more harsh penalties than their religious counterparts. Although Sherkat was among 

them, she did not support the case of Kar and Lahiji (Barlow, 2008; Keddie, 2001).  

 

Although secular organizations and magazines helped with the case of Kar and Lahiji, 

there was a lack of overt support for secular women in the aftermath of the conference 

(Shekarloo & Lahiji, 2000). As Lahiji explains “this was an interesting experience that 

showed the limits of our cooperation” between secular and Muslim women activists 

(Quoted in Barlow, 2008). The event resulted in many discussions in Iran and also in other 

countries. Some women activists started to re-evaluate their previous position and 

discontinued their cooperation. Lahiji who had carried out much collaborative work with 

religious women, such as sponsoring forums along with Zanan magazine about women’s 

rights, criticized the Muslim women activists. She said, “If they were arrested I would have 

protested and raised my voice against their imprisonment, even if I disagree with them 

on what they stand for” (Rostami Povey, 2001, p. 66). Likewise, Kar commented that the 

Berlin conference showed us that religious “women would never take any risks for us, pay 

any price for us, or defend us. They used us. Especially after our imprisonment, we felt 

this with our body and our soul” (Kar, 2000). None of the women’s magazines covered the 

event, and this included Zanan magazine allegedly because as Kar states “the magazine 
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was more important” (Sedghi, 2007, p.269). Overall, secular women felt betrayed by the 

Muslim women activists, because they had been imprisoned for speaking in favor of 

women’s rights. Thus Muslim women activists should have supported them (Rostami 

Povey, 2001, p. 66).  

 

The only women’s magazine that covered the story of the conference was Jens-e Dovom. 

They published the story of Kar and Lahiji and defended their rights. Ahmadi Khorasani 

writes as follows in her articles entitled “Three Generations of Women’s Demand in 

Prison.” 

Why these two women have been arrested is now a question that whispers 

in women’s hearts, but we do not know how to ask why, because of fear of being 

arrested. Fear of being arrested is a blight that threatens our society. If women do 

not ask why these women have been arrested, it is not because they do not care, 

but because the habit of fearing had consumed Iranian communities for centuries 

(Ahmadi Khorasani, 2000).  

 

Additionally, Ahmadi Khorasani together with Mahbobeh Abbasgholizadeh and Lili 

Farhadpour published a book entitled Zanan-e Berlin (Women of Berlin) which sought to 

explain the question of whether is it possible to bridge the gap between the Islamic 

feminist and secular women or not? (Rostami Povey, 2001, p. 67). Furthermore, those 

women activists who had gathered to celebrate International Women’s Day in March 

2000 decided to circulate a petition in their defense and collect signatures for the release 

of Kar and Lahiri. They were able to obtain more than 300 signatures on this petition; 

however due to their unexpected release, the petition was never submitted. It was the 

first time that a group of secular women in Iran had risen to collect signatures and demand 

the release of two jailed women (Shojaee, 2009b; Women’s Cultural Center, 2004a).  

 

To respond to the urgent need for more organized efforts, secular women, such as 

Khorasani and Parvin Ardalan, decided to launch a center dedicated to women’s issues. 

They established what they called “Markaz-e Farhangi-ye Zanan” (the Women’s Cultural 
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Center) an NGO dedicated to women’s health and legal issues in Tehran (Women’s 

Cultural Center, 2004a). It was the first public and secular women’s organization since the 

revolution in 1979. Many of the members of this Center were active within various 

women’s magazines, such as Jens-e Dovom. As Ahmadi Khorasani explains the purpose 

was to “learn from our experience; to become aware of the “perceived natural” situation 

used and reproduced against women; to spread and expand feminist knowledge among 

ourselves and other women; to look at our issues critically and not from an individual 

perspective, but as public and social problems; and strengthen ourselves via our collective 

efforts to transform an unequal situation which grips us” (quoted in Sreberny & Khiabany, 

2010, p. 55).  

 

The Markaz-e Farhangi-ye Zanan (the Women’s Cultural Center) opened on 8 March 2001 

and was later registered as an NGO in July that year to keep their activities legal. The 

Center also launched its sites Feminist Tribune (iftribune) to teach women about the 

Center’s activities. They produced feminist books and calendars. In addition to these, the 

Center published a periodical Nameyeh Zanan (Women’s Letter) in February 2002 (Bad 

Jens, 2004b; Sreberny & Khiabany, 2010, p. 110; Women’s Cultural Center, 2004a). Finally, 

the Center launched its library for women’s study in 2005 that served as both “a resource 

and gathering place” (Emami, 2005). The aim of the Center was to raise women’s 

consciousness through the workshops, publications and meetings where they taught 

women about their civil rights, offered them legal advice on family law and women’s 

domestic violence, and gave them psychological counselling (BakhtiarNezad & Ahmadi 

Khorasani, 2003; Women’s Cultural Center, 2004a).  

 

The center also sought to make women’s needs and demands public and put them on the 

community agenda. They wrote expansively on the subject and conducted workshops and 

seminars in Tehran and other provinces to address these demands and needs publicly. As 

Khorasani explains “we seek to seize the opportunities [presented by an open political 

environment] to encourage women to extend their activities from the private domain to 

the public domain” (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2012). For example, they launched a “Violence 
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against Women campaign.” They sought to address that domestic violence is not a family 

(private) matter, rather it is a general issue that needs to become a publicly debated topic 

(Bad Jens, 2004b). 

 

The Center was active in regard to organizing celebrations for International Women’s Day 

on 8 March each year. The first project of the Center was to hold a public ceremony on 8 

March 2001 at “Khaneh Honrmandan” (Artist’s House) (Shojaee, 2009b). The event 

included collecting signatures for petitions to have Iran join the Convention for Justice and 

Equality of Women. They also circulated small pre-printed cards expressing their protest 

against various injustices against women in Iran so that the participants could send them 

to their Representatives. The member of the Center helped organized and actively 

participated in celebrations in the major cities (Women’s Cultural Center, 2004a). 

Additionally, in October 2001, the female members of the Center took part in a protest to 

condemn the killing of sixteen street women by a religious serial killer in the city of 

Mashhad. They also held a seminar to educate people, so they were aware of the rights 

of the female victims since the killer claimed that Islam demanded the death of the 

morally evil women and also because the judiciary had dealt leniently with the murders. 

In the end, even though the seminar was interrupted by the security force, a small space 

was created for an alternative dialogue about an issue that dealt with women (Women’s 

Cultural Center, 2004a).  

 

The Center demanded a connection between the women’s movement in Iran and those 

in other countries. They called women to attend a rally in support of the Palestinian 

women and children. The Center displayed a banner on which was written “Another 

World is Possible” (Amjadian, 2008). However, only a small number of women 

participated in the event as an objection to Iran’s double standard in its policy towards 

the Palestinians. In this regard, Ahmadi Khorasani published an article entitled “The 

Consciousness of the Hundreds of Us- Women” (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2002). She asked the 

following:  
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           What has impressed upon our conscience to the extent that we do not care 

about the massacre in Palestine. What has happened that our conscience has lost 

its independent criterion? She condemns Iranian women not to have an 

independent political view because their political activities have been dependent on 

the action of government. Iranian women should stay independent and evaluate 

political issues from their own attitude (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2002).  

 

Despite the relaxing of political pressure during Khatami’s presidency, the Center faced 

numerous pressures. Their periodical Nameyeh Zanan was banned because they 

published a calendar with portraits of historically significant women. The center’s website 

was blocked. The authorities regularly declined permission for functions that the Center 

had already planned, and sometimes the hardliners disrupted their meetings and 

seminars. On June 21, 2002, the office was closed down by security police (Emami, 2005).  

 

For the most part, the secular-oriented women activists took advantage of a relatively 

receptive political environment to bring its claims to the public.  They got mobilized and 

called for adherence to the values of universal human rights since the conservative groups 

have institutionalized discrimination in the name of Islam and culture. They framed their 

demands based on the language of human rights and the international recognition of 

women. This idea spread in society and gave rise to tactics aimed at proclaiming a new 

version of a women’s identity in public with the aim to change society.   

 

Conclusion  

Women’s return to political participation has been slow and difficult. However, the 

presence of women was facilitated in terms of political decision-making and leadership 

positions as the reformists sought to add women’s voices to their voices to strengthen the 

political institutions and democratic processes. They attempted to provide opportunities 

for women to promote women’s political participation and educate women regarding 

their rights as citizens. In turn, this led to the public visibility of women in the political 
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scene. Women activists advocated a tactic that focused on the engagement with the 

existing state institutions.  

 

Women entered into the formal institutional arena, as electors and were elected with a 

limited presence. In the Reform era, women used conventional political action aimed at 

bringing about changes in the political system. Some women activists became involved in 

formal politics area in the legislative and executive branch to institutionalize women’s 

rights, needs, and interests in the practice of the government. They departed from the 

Islamist women activists who believed that gender issues were a part of a more significant 

problem and women’s problems would go away when their political vision was realized. 

However, their debates were couched in the language of Islam. Some women activists 

have chosen their protests regarding the civil law and human rights convention. What 

these groups sought was to institutionalize their goals, engaging with the government as 

a means of lifting the constraints placed on women by the government.   

 

In general, women activists formed a new feminist discourse within Iranian women’s 

activism that engaged with conventional politics to institutionalize a women-centered 

discourse. In other words, by the adoption of more institutional forms and incorporation 

into existing institutions, women activists sought to improve laws and regulations 

regarding women, attempted to devise rules, institutions, and processes to guarantee the 

civic activities of women. Women activists created space inside and outside the 

government in order to maintain their demand-making stance, and they sought to 

generate state resources and access for women. Their activities became unobtrusive, 

more dialogical and cooperative through an ongoing phase of negotiation that included 

public arguing, bargaining, review, and litigation related to changing the laws. Women’s 

engagement in formal politics in Iran created an opportunity for women to 

experience political participation, it provided a space for the articulation of new ideas 

about women, and it facilitated the formation of woman's activism.  

 

These female activists became visible, and their voices were amplified across the social 

and political spectrum, especially in media and politics, and this forced the government 

to come up with new strategies to limit their influence. Their access to political institutions 
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and the public domain influenced them immensely. In the process, they became aware of 

the contradictions and the existing legal limits related to the broader participation of 

women. 
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Chapter Seven: Street Politics 

As mentioned, women’s presence in the public arena raised women’s consciousness and 

awareness about their rights. They gained confidence and entered into formal politics and 

influenced social policy. Women’s activism was more institutionalized and unobtrusive in 

the Reform Era. Women working within the government and its institutions sought to 

challenge the practices and discourses of these powerful hierarchical institutions. 

However, women’s state-focused activism did not produce particular significant 

outcomes, such as the institutionalization of gender equality, and the women’s 

achievements during the Reform era were far from close to meeting their expectations. 

In turn, it led to changes in the strategies and tactics the women adopted because women 

activists did not view the state or its institutions as adequate or appropriate institutions 

for the pursuit of their aims. 

 

Chapter seven explains how women retreated from policy engagement and moved to 

disruptive collective action. It describes how the growing women’s disillusionment with 

the outcome of gender policy in the reform era led women to pursue their political 

activities outside of the formal political arena. It also describes how Shirin Ebadi receiving 

the 2003 Nobel Peace Prize changed women’s activism and helped them to share 

emotions, express their sentiment, and form collective opinions. It explains the way in 

which women engaged in street protests as part of their repertoire of contention. In other 

words, the chapter explains the way women activists challenged the government through 

their disruptive action in a less hostile environment.  

 

The next section of the chapter demonstrates how women adopted a more defensive 

position in a hostile political environment in regard to their gendered demands-making. 

It also explains how women activists publicized their causes, extended their networks, and 

empowered their positions in the Iranian public sphere. In other words, it focuses on the 

way that women’s activism found new venues and less contentious forms of claims-

making. The chapter also explores the way women activists recruited those other than 

their immediate members to exert certain influences on a conservative section of 

government to undertake change. It emphasizes how women’s activism adopted Internet 
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technologies and developed tactical repertoires using new social media. Hence, the 

chapter explains how women formed a new discourse on women’s rights that criticized 

discriminatory laws against women while forming a coalition between religious and 

secular groups.  

 

A New Turning Point 

The women who had voted for Khatami and helped bring him to power, in 1997 and 2001, 

were hopeful that he would institute reforms to improve women’s situation and change 

laws that discriminated against women. However, the arrival of Khatami and his 

reformists did not make a significant difference in women’s lives. As a result, women 

activists lost hope and patience with reformists. Women activists realized that the 

reformists who were in a position to lobby the religious authorities and bargain with the 

government for more rights would not be able to change women’s legal status and fulfill 

women’s demands. Because, a conservative section of government that controlled many 

centers of powers including the judiciary, the police, army, state media was resistant to 

any changes that influenced positive gender policies (Mohammadi, 2013). The threat 

perceived by the government caused the conservative to use the power of undemocratic 

institutions to frustrate the programs of the reformist government. For example, 

restrictions on freedom of expression were getting worse, as more than one hundred 

publications were shut down, including women journals, and many women’s rights 

activists were prosecuted in Iran (Mohammadi, 2013; S. Sadr, 2011). In addition, the 

Council of Guardian rejected 90 percent of the laws proposed by the Sixth Mjales, 

including the proposal to ratify CEDAW, finding them to be inconsistent with Islamic 

principles (Mir-Hosseini, 2003).  

 

Hence, frustration and disappointment in delivering structural changes through the 

formal political arena, as electors and elected, resulted in boycotting elections. In 2003, 

less than 12 percent of eligible voters participated in Tehran’s city council election. In 

February 2004, the nationwide turnout for the parliamentary elections in Teheran was 28 

percent and 51 percent, the lowest since the 1979 revolution (Ehsani, Keshavarzian, & 

Moruzzi, 2009). Women activists broke their ties with reformists, who wanted to work 
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within the system to modify laws, and moved outside state-bound politics by organizing 

ordinary women, who are absent from the institutional position of power, who might be 

able to pressure the government to enact change (Bayat, 2007, p.283; Hoodfar & Sadeghi, 

2009). 

 

The first women’s protest that publicly addressed women’s issues was the International 

Women’s Day in 2003. The Markaz-e Farhangi-ye Zanan held a series of meetings and 

panels over a period of ten days to provide knowledge, skills, and support to women. They 

held a panel in which a short film entitled “8th March with Iranian Women” was shown, 

and then a scholar gave a speech about the importance of photographs in registering 

women's history (Women’s Cultural Center, 2004b). Furthermore, there were workshops 

and panels on domestic violence that featured researchers from different fields. These 

researchers had been invited to discuss the issues because they were in touch with the 

problems that most women faced. The panel was based on their activities in the previous 

year. In 2002, they had focused on combating violence against women. They had written 

on the subject and conducted many workshops to address this social problem. The final 

event was held on Saturday 8 March (Women’s Cultural Center, 2004b).  

 

The Center obtained a permit from the government to hold a meeting in Laleh Park, a 

public space (Keshavarz & Javaheri, 2008). They organized a gathering of men and women, 

covering the spectrum of religious and political beliefs under the banner of “Women for 

Peace, and Peace for Everyone” (Bad Jens, 2003a). The public gathering was the first 

march since the imposition of compulsory veiling in 1979 in an open public space outside 

halls and houses. Hence, the march was held under tight police security (Shojaee, 2009b). 

Several women activists, mostly secular, gave speeches. The central theme of the event 

was international peace and even though it was entitled “Women for Peace and Peace for 

Women, ” the speakers talked about other women’s issues including, for example, 

domestic violence, the legal problems for females, and inequality on an international and 

a national scale. Ebadi, Khorasani, the founder of Markaz-e Farhangi-ye Zanan, and Sadr, 

a lawyer and women’s rights activist and editor in chief of the Meydan (Women’s Field), 
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protested the Parliament’s rejection of the bill (CEDAW) (Bad Jens, 2003a). Ebadi criticized 

the personal status and family laws by demonstrating the discrimination women faced in 

the current laws. She said the laws treated a woman’s life as less worthy than a man’s life 

by making her blood-money worth half that of a man’s. Hence, Ebadi called for changing 

the laws, such as blood money, unequal inheritance, and women’s inability to file for 

divorce. She said, “Give us the right to live; we take the other social rights” (Bad Jens, 

2003a). Another speaker accused law enforcement of inaction and condemned them for 

furthering the violence by blaming the victim and rendering them the accused. The event 

was part of increasing the political visibility of women’s collective action which was 

supported by secular women (Bad Jens, 2003a; Women’s Cultural Center, 2004b). 

 

In August 2003, the Markaz-e Farhangi-ye Zanan (the Women’s Cultural Center), along 

with seven other women’s NGOs, launched a campaign to combat violence against 

women. It was entitled “Women and Men against Violence until 8th March” 2004. They 

organized workshops to discuss the various aspects of domestic sexual abuse (Amjadian, 

2008; Ezazi, 2005). These workshops had three stages in which psychologists, medical 

doctors, and researchers discussed the women’s issues. Then, the presentation and 

problems arising were discussed in detail (Women’s Cultural Center, 2004a). As Parvin 

Ardalan explained while the participants realized that they had experienced sexual 

assault, at the time they had not been able to recognize the problem (Ardalan, 2004a). 

They emphasized raising women’s awareness regarding their sexual rights, the necessity 

to provide legal support for female victims of domestic violence, and the importance of 

establishing a women’s shelter (Ardalan, 2004b). In these workshops, it was 

recommended that more educational programs and awareness- raising roundtables for 

men, be arranged to help decrease the incidence and prevalence of domestic violence. 

Regarding this matter, the Center asked the participating men to sign a petition letter as 

“a show of their solidarity with women against women’s mandatory sexual obedience to 

their husband.” However, many men refused to sign the petition letter (Women’s Cultural 

Center, 2004a). The Campaign finally ended with a police raid on 8 March 2004 as the 

Center started to celebrate International Women’s Day. The government withdrew 

permission just hours before it could get underway in Laleh Park. Hence, the gathering of 
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those women who had defied the ban was interrupted by an attack from the police (BBC, 

2004).  

 

A new set of women activities began to take shape when Shirin Ebadi received the 2003 

Nobel Peace Prize (Ardalan, 2007c). Ebadi became the first Muslim woman to win the 

Nobel Peace Prize for her ongoing struggle for the advancement of democracy and human 

rights. This recognition received support from the vast majority of Iranian people and lent 

confidence and hope to women activists (Monshipouri, 2004). However, Ebadi stressed 

her Muslim identity and highlighted the idea that people could be both Muslim and 

support democracy (Shahrokni, 2003).  

 

However, the conservative section of the government reacted with condemnations of 

Ebadi. Some press downplayed the prize and regarded the award as politically driven and 

orchestrated by the West to influence Iran’s internal political dynamic (Monshipouri, 

2004). They believed that “Europe intends to put further pressure on human rights issues 

in Iran as a political move to achieve its particular objectives” (quoted in Hubbard-Brown, 

2007, p.92). For example, Resalat newspaper wrote an article stating that Ebadi was an 

agent whose statement about the necessity to release political prisoners upon stepping 

off the plane was clearly oriented in the same direction as America’s actions against Iran 

(Bad Jens, 2003b). The Friday prayer leaders denounced Ebadi and her Nobel Prize and 

linked her award to the continuing attempts of foreign powers to undermine the Islamic 

Republic (Mir-Hosseini, 2003).  

 

Upon her return to Tehran, the Markaz-e Farhangi-ye Zanan (the Women’s Cultural 

Center), along with some women associations, organized a gathering to welcome Ebadi at 

Tehran airport. Despite the discouragement by security police, thousands of men and 

women gathered. They brought signs that read “Women’s Awareness, Women’s 

Freedom,” “We Are United for Peace and Humanity,” and “Our Lady of Peace” (Amjadian, 

2008; Women’s Cultural Center, 2004a). Although the Iranian state-sponsored press had 

been instructed to downplay the prize, women deputies, along with a large number of 

people, the majority of them women, gathered to show their solidarity (Hubbard-Brown, 
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2007, p. 7). An assembly of women activists, especially some women with a close tie to 

the government, who had come to Tehran’s airport to welcome Ebadi angered the 

conservatives. Kayhan, a hardline newspaper, fiercely criticized Zahra Eshraqi, the 

granddaughter of Ayatollah Khomeini, for placing a garland of flowers around Ebadi’s 

neck, and declared that her gesture was completely a political act (Bad Jens, 2003b). Also, 

Jomhuriyeh Eslami condemned her action as a betrayal of her grandfather and stated that 

if Ayatollah Khomeini were alive, he would have condemned his granddaughter. However, 

she defended her gesture, accrediting the criticism to the patriarchal reasoning that "for 

everything, women get orders from their husbands" (Mir-Hosseini, 2003).  

 

Shirin Ebadi’s Nobel Peace Prize had significant effects on women’s activism. While large 

groups of women participated in the celebration, it revitalized the idea that women 

activists, Muslim and secular women, could unite and organize for women’s rights. From 

that point on, small groups of women started working with each other. They discussed 

their problems, priorities, and demands. They held a series of meetings and seminars 

about women’s rights, bringing together a wide range of women activists, which finally 

led to the formation of Ham Andishi-e Zanan (the Iranian Women’s Forum) in 2003. It was 

a group of women activists from across the political and religious spectrum. They decided 

to bring together their experiences in a united effort for women’s rights. In other words, 

these activists gathered to assess their activities and advance their political agenda  

(Ardalan, 2006).  

 

The Ham Andishi-e Zanan included more than 150 religious and secular women, along 

with former women deputies Elaheh Koolaee and  Fatemeh Rakei, who had played active 

roles in legislative reform in favour of women’s rights in the sixth Majles, women 

journalists, Shahla Sherkat, the editor of Zanan magazine, NGOs, such as the Markaz-e 

Farhangi-ye Zanan (the Women’s Cultural Center), Hastia Andish, and environmental 

groups, that had been active since the Reform Era. Also, many university students, 

advocating gender equality, joined the Forum. They had a gathering once a week and 

talked about issues, such as outlawing stoning, achieving equality between the sexes 

under the law, and constitutional obstacles to the realization of women’s rights (Davoudi 

Mohajer et al., 2009, p. 284; Keshavarz & Javheri, 2010, p. 8). As Khorasani explains, they 
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were united in their view that they should work with popular forces (ordinary women) to 

pressure the government to pass legislation for females. Hence, they sought to bring their 

campaigns to the street where they had more access to ordinary women (Ahmadi 

Khorasani, 2007b). In 2004, a protest campaign was launched by the Iranian Ham Andishi-

e Zanan against the state-run TV that was controlled by the conservatives, for airing a 

series that promoted polygamy. In April, around 250 people, mostly women, gathered to 

express their anger against, what Parvin Ardalan said, “the trampling of our rights and 

promotion by television of polygamy” (L. Johnston, 2004).    

 

Thus, there was a shift in the attitudes of the women’s activists who no longer wanted to 

pursue their goals within state institutions that had been delegitimized as privileged 

political space to address women’s issues. They provided a space where women came into 

contact with new ideas and visions, experienced models of social change and built 

networks with others. The women’s networks became visible in the new political space. 

However, Shirin Ebadi’s Nobel Peace Prize provided a point of convergence for Islamic and 

secular women’s networks that led to a new form of political action with the aim to be 

independent of the state and political parties.   

 

The Iranian Women’s Solidarity Day   

Women activists seized various opportunities to increase their activities when they found 

a relatively free political climate during the presidential election in 2005. During the 

presidential election, a few women activists, mainly the reformist women, who did not 

agree to withdraw from formal politics and hesitated to engage in political street actions. 

They believed that women should participate in the elections and support a candidate 

who would benefit women. They hoped that change could come through the election 

process. However, many women activists, many who had lost hope to reform the system 

from within, were becoming motivated to participate in contentious politics. They called 

for a boycott of the election and a referendum to modify the constitution (Ahmadi 

Khorasani, 2006). For example, Shirin Ebadi boycotted the presidential election on the 

grounds that it was illegitimate because the Council of Guardian rejected women 

candidates (Rostami Povey, 2005). The view of these women activists who regularly 
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celebrated Women’s Day and held lectures and seminars was that non-participation in 

the election would be the best way to delegitimize the government (Mir-Hosseini, 2006a).  

 

On 12 June 2005, the Iranian Women’s Forum group organized the first biggest street rally 

in front of Tehran University. The protest was preceded by two smaller demonstrations 

(Mir-Hosseini, 2006b). The first protest was a sit-in in front of the presidential office on 

the first of June. It took place during the presidential election since 89 women who had 

registered to run for president were rejected by the Council of Guardian (G. Esfandiari, 

2009d), citing article 115 of the Constitution that says the president should be elected 

from among "religious and political rajal.” Women activists believed that some parts of 

the Constitution did not meet women’s demands and that amendments to the 

Constitution would be the only way to generate equal rights for women. For example, 

Lahiji, a writer, publisher, translator, and director of Roshangaran Publishing said that “it 

does not matter how many female ministers we have when the Constitution is based on 

inequality” (Feminist School, 2008; Keshavarz & Javheri, 2010, p. 9). Hence, 

the “Society of Islamic Revolution Women” of Iran, affiliated with religious women, such 

as, Azam Taleqani, along with the Hastia Andish Center, consisting of university students, 

promoting women’s rights through education, organized a sit-in in front of the president’s 

office to call for a change in the constitutional articles to allow women to become 

candidates in the presidential election (G. Esfandiari, 2009d; Javaheri, 2007; Keshavarz & 

Javaheri, 2008). They chanted “to reject women is to reject half of the population; we do 

not accept men’s choice; gender equality is the necessity of life; women’s rights are 

human rights” (Rostami Povey, 2005).    

 

On 8 June, a group of women activists had gathered in front of Azadi Stadium in Tehran 

to watch football. They succeeded to enter Azadi, breaking the ban on entering as 

spectators at men's soccer matches. These women activists later launched a campaign 

known as the White Scarf Campaign to retrieve their right to access public spaces 

including a sports stadium. The motto was “My Share, half of Azadi” (Azadi also means 

freedom) (Honarbin-Holliday, 2010, p. 141; Mir-Hosseini, 2006b). Many criticized the 
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Campaign for not focusing on more critical issues. Mahboubeh Abbasgholizadeh, the 

editor of Farzaneh and Zanan and the director of the Non-Governmental Organization 

Training Center, refuted their views and explained that entering the stadium is an 

excellent opportunity to raise the issues of gender segregation since people all over the 

country participate (Afzali, 2008). The Campaign drew attention, a film by the well-known 

Iranian director, Jafar Panahi, entitled Offside, won many awards, including the Silver Bear 

at the Berlin. The movie was not allowed to be screened in Iran. The film highlighted the 

problem. It is the story of a group of women who disguised themselves as men in order 

to enter the stadium however the police caught them and then banned them from 

entering, due to the existing legal obstacles (Afzali, 2008). In late 2004, Mahboubeh 

Abbasgholizadeh was arrested by the government for cyber-crimes (Lichter, 2009).   

 

The June 12 protest started when women from twenty women’s groups that had 

participated in the Iranian Ham Andishi-e Zanan concluded that they should seize the 

opportunity, which was presented by the open political environment during the election, 

to hold a rally to demand a revision of the “the Iranian Constitution” (Keshavarz & 

Javaheri, 2010; Shojaee, 2007). In fact, it was a response to the violation of women’s rights 

by the Council of Guardian that frequently exercised its veto power both to obstruct 

legislative measures that would cause any change in the status of women and to disqualify 

women from registering in the presidential election (Shekarloo, 2005). At first, they asked 

for solidarity as they objected to women rights’ violations in the Iranian constitution. Then 

on 6 June, The Campaign announced a demonstration with the cooperation of ninety 

groups, including women’s, youth, and environmental groups, represented by 350 

women’s rights activists, 130 Blogs, and ten female activist groups that were in exile 

(Keshavarz & Javheri, 2010, p. 10).  

 

After the announcement, they issued a statement entitled “Our Protest against Violation 

of Women’s Rights in Iranian Constitution” (Plaschi, Ansari, & Ali, 2008, p.10). They 

declared that the achievement of women’s rights in Iran had been a formidable task due 

to the inequalities embedded in the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, framing 

their issues as a constitutional problem as the women activists declared that the section 
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of the constitution that guaranteed equality had omitted gender equality (Plaschi et al., 

2008). According to article 20, equality to women was guaranteed only if Islamic law is 

observed. They also explained that some sections of the Constitution (Women’s Rights) 

reflect the deep roots of patriarchy, such as, Article 21, which views women as “Mother” 

and “Raiser of Devout Humans.” They criticized the Iranian constitution and stated that it 

was flexible and open to interpretation and they said that the government had used such 

flexibility. They also denounced the constitution for vesting the authority to interpret the 

Constitution to the Council of Guardian that had played a central role in allowing only one 

interpretation of Islamic laws to inform Iranian law. They interpreted the Constitution in 

a way that did not benefit women's rights (Bad Jens, 2004a; Keshavarz & Javaheri, 2010, 

pp.11-12).   

 

The campaign organizers invited ordinary women to join a sit-in protest on 12 June 2005 

in front of Tehran University to call for a referendum to revise the Iranian constitution. 

After the publication of the statement, the Campaign drew the attention of many inside 

and outside Iran (Plaschi et al., 2008). More than 150 leading Iranian civil society figures, 

14 student newspapers, more than 114 student activists, and a large number of blogs 

supported the Campaign. Some activists also signed a petition and posted it online, calling 

for reform of the constitution concerning women (Plaschi, Ansari, & Ali, 2008, p. 11). 

However, a few women activists did not support the protest. Some of them believed that 

the demand for changes to some of the constitutional provisions was deemed not radical 

enough to contest the government. They called for a complete overhaul of the 

Constitution. Other women activists believed that the demand to amend the Constitution 

was too radical because it broke taboos for amending the Constitution by women 

(Keshavarz & Javaheri, 2010). Despite political and ideological differences, women from 

different groups supported a demonstration in front of Tehran University. For example, 

religious women activists criticized the Constitution from an Islamic perspective, and they 

believed that the existing Constitution was against the nature of Islam. Likewise, secular 

women criticized the Constitution in terms of human rights since they believed that the 

Constitution did not provide equal rights for women without making a distinction 

between men and women as CEDAW did (Plaschi et al., 2008; Shekarloo, 2005).  
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Women activists seized the opportunities offered by the relative relaxation of restrictions, 

a permissible political climate and a catalyst for social action, to mobilize ordinary women 

before the presidential election on 12 June 2005. Women activists did not get government 

permission to hold a rally and proceeded with their right to hold peaceful meetings 

(Shekarloo, 2005). The demonstration started peacefully in front of Tehran University. 

However, police surrounded them, and they had to sit down, chanting “Equal Rights is our 

minimum demand,” which included abrogating all the civil laws that placed women in a 

subordinate, subservient position within the family and society. They also chanted slogans 

and carried banners that proclaimed “We are Women, We Are Human Beings, but We Do 

not Have any Rights,” “Women's Liberation is the Liberation of Everyone,” and 

“Misogynist Laws are the Source of Tyranny”(Jami, 2005).  

 

Simin Behbahani, a female poet famous for her critical poetry, recited one of her poems 

dedicated to women’s rights and gender equality. Then, Minoo Mortazi, a women's rights 

activist and member of the Council of Melli Mazhabi Activist, brought a personal message 

from Ebadi. She criticized the government for the “unequal treatment of half of the 

Iranian population”(Shekarloo, 2005). Women then joined in singing “Women’s freedom” 

a protest song that Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani, the founder of the Markaz-e Farhangi-

ye Zanan, wrote and distributed it throughout the country to all the people (V. 

Moghadam, 2013, pp. 202–203; Shekarloo, 2005). They then circulated a petition and 

asked women who participated in the Campaign to sign. Ahmadi Khorasani ended this 

rally by reading the women’s statement. The statement criticized the Constitution as a 

significant barrier to women’s equal participation and women’s rights (Keshavarz & 

Javheri, 2010, pp. 11-12). The statement called for a revision of the Constitution 

acknowledging that women’s rights are based on human rights and urged the government 

to take appropriate measures to prepare the ground for signing the (CEDAW) and for the 

development of women’s rights (Plaschi et al., 2008, p. 11). Moreover, the statement 

announced that they would hold public meetings until they achieved their full rights. 

Hence, they challenged the authority of the government and its institutions. The police 

dispersed their peaceful assembly, and some of the women activists were arrested. After 
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the protest, some of the women activists and organizers who signed the petition at the 

public gathering, including members of the Markaz-e Farhangi-ye Zanan (the Women’s 

Cultural Center), were summoned to appear in court  (Ardalan, 2006).  

 

This public meeting was a great success because it was the largest women’s 

demonstration against the government in Iran since the Revolution in 1979. Hence, the 

protest resulted in extensive media coverage around the world (Famili, 2007). Women 

from three generations participated in the assembly, namely, a secular, a religious and 

new generation born after the revolution (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2007b). Women activists 

from other cities joined and supported the Campaign. Many women activists who lived 

outside Iran endorsed the action. Hence, they showed their ability to ally with one another 

which was the largest independent women’s coalition after the revolution that targeted 

the Constitution as the primary barrier to women’s equality. The experience enhanced 

the women activist’s confidence, and they resolved to continue their peaceful rally until 

they achieved their legal equality (Mir-Hosseini, 2006a, p.4).  

 

The women were engaged in unconventional and disruptive repertoires of collective 

action because of the lack of political, institutional channels to express their frustration 

and discontent. In other words, the exclusion of women from state power and resources 

pushed them towards a contentious repertoire of politics and means, as a substitution for 

a protest in the street, to disrupt the routines of organized politics. As a consequence, 

political demonstrations by women became commonplace, women’s activism became 

visible and received headlines in terms of gaining media attention.     

 

Crackdown on Women’s Demonstration 

The next step was the celebration on 8 March 2006, during the launch of several 

programs. For example, a reformist party held a meeting to mark International Women’s 

Day as on a par with the official Iranian Women’s Day (Hoodfar & Sadeghi, 2009). Also, 

the Supporters of the Global Women’s Movement (Harkat-e Jahani-e Zanan), that had 

been established to demand the more significant and more global needs of women, based 
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on the Universal Declaration of Women’s Rights, along with the Iranian Women’s Forum 

group, organized a public meeting in one of the downtown parks in Tehran (Ardalan, 

2007c). The event, on 8 March 2006, started in the evening in Daneshjou Park with 

slogans, such as “discrimination against women is an abuse of human rights,” “women 

demand their human rights,” and “Iranian women demand peace” (Boghrati, 2006).  

 

Restrictions on celebrating March 8, which reformists had relaxed, were restored. Once 

the women refused to leave, the security forces started breaking up the meeting. Some 

women activists were beaten, arrested, and injured. Even a prominent figure, such as 

Simin Behbahani, was not immune to the police brutality. She was beaten up along with 

the others who had refrained from a physical confrontation with the police. Therefore, 

the government marked the International Women’s Day by attacking women activists 

who had peacefully gathered. The protesters who had been wounded complained about 

the hardliners and security forces, and Shirin Ebadi took up their case. A court dismissed 

all the charges against security forces; however, this drew international attention to the 

violence perpetrated against a peaceful rally by women (Mir-Hosseini, 2006b; The 

Feminist School, 2008).  

   

A year after the women’s demonstration in front of Tehran University, the women’s rights 

activists declared June 12 to be Iranian “Women’s Solidarity Day.” On 12 June 2006, they 

called for the commemoration of two significant events associated with the women’s 

struggle. The first was the women’s protest to change the Iranian Constitution held 12 

June 2005. The demonstration was also called to commemorate the Constitutional 

Revolution of 1906 at the time women‘s voice for emancipation became more organized 

(Amani, 2008c; Mir-Hosseini, 2006b; The Feminist School, 2008). Iranian women activists 

changed their tactics from changing “the Iranian Constitution” to repealing “anti-women 

laws,” to peruse their activities (Amjadian, 2008). In other words, instead of articulating 

their demands for changes in the Constitution, they articulated their demand for legal 

equality. Women activists believed that concentrating on politically sensitive issues, such 

as a constitutional amendment, had adverse consequences on women’s activities, 
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because it would increase the risk of a confrontation with the government (Tahmasebi, 

2008a). Also, repealing anti-women laws was a response to women’s everyday practical 

needs and interests, which arose from the concrete conditions of Iranian women’s 

positioning (Tahmasebi, 2008, p. 36).  

 

Some women activists, such as Minoo Mortazi and Shahla Sherkat, opposed the rally and 

did not support holding a rally. They believed that holding a rally to claim a demand was 

not a useful tactic at a time when there was an increasingly securitized atmosphere in a 

public space. Rumors circulated that security forces had been given permission to shoot 

(Keshavarz & Javaheri, 2010; Mortazi, 2008). Shahla Sherkat questioned the wisdom of a 

performance in the current atmosphere argued that “holding such public gatherings were 

futile and furthermore, radical and revolutionary” (Javaheri & Keshavarz, 2007). Minoo 

Mortazi noted that holding a rally and increasing the cost of women’s political activities 

would destroy the newly formed solidarity among women. She added that it also would 

widen the gap between elite women and the mass of ordinary women, with severe 

consequences for women’s activism. This was because an atmosphere of fear and 

repression would transform ordinary women from active agents to passive spectators 

(Mortazi, 2008, p.218).  

 

Other women activists, such as Ahmadi Khorasani, Parvin Ardalan, the editor-in-chief of 

Markaz-e Farhangi-ye Zanan, Sussan Tahmasebi, Shahla Entesari, a social worker and 

women’s rights activists, and Davoudi Mohajer, a woman journalist and reformist activist, 

stressed that the right to peaceful assembly was granted to people under the 

Constitution. They believed that they should fight for legal equality for women, regardless 

of the cost. These women activists noted that it was better for women’s activism to retain 

a public presence, voicing their demands rather than retreating from the public space in 

the face of state pressure (Keshavarz & Javaheri, 2008). They issued a statement entitled 

“peaceful assembly against discriminatory laws against women” (Ardalan, 2007a). The 

statement was posted on some websites and weblogs, and it was distributed widely on 

the Internet. Around 2000 people from various groups of women and men announced 
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their support. Five winners of Noble Peace Prize, such as Judy Williams, Shirin Ebadi, Betty 

Williams, Rigoberta Menchu, Wangari Maathai, along with several prominent academics, 

such as, Gayatri Spivak, Human Rights Watch, and many feminist groups outside Iran 

supported the Campaign by signing the petition (The Feminist School, 2008).  

 

Additionally, the supporters of the women’s rally published a pamphlet entitled “the 

effect of laws on women’s lives.” They claimed that “despite efforts to achieve equal 

status, women’s most fundamental rights have been ignored in the Iranian civil panel and 

codes” (G. Esfandiari, 2006). They called for the end to all forms of legal discrimination 

and for changes to a number of laws including the following: Equal rights to divorce for 

women; Outlawing rights to polygamy; Equal rights to marriage and prohibiting child 

marriage; Equal child custody rights; Increasing the minimum age of criminal responsibility 

to 18 years for both boys and girls; and Equal testimony rights for women and men in 

court (Plaschi et al., 2008, pp. 12-13).  

 

They also emphasized their non-violent struggles for women's equality and announced 

that they would hold public meetings until they achieved their full rights. Hence, women 

activists put out a call for a peaceful sit-in at Haft-e Tir Maiden to protest against legalized 

discrimination (Amjadian, 2008). To inform women about the upcoming rally, women 

activists printed a pamphlet and distributed thousands of copies for one week in the 

streets of Tehran (Hossienkhah, 2008), and they also used the Internet to circulate 

political leaflets (The Feminist School, 2008). They chose Haft-e Tir Maiden as a suitable 

place for public meetings and social gatherings because it had women-friendly districts. 

Haft-e Tir Maiden played a particular part in everyday life in Tehran. It was one of the 

main shopping centers where there was an excellent range of shops and boutiques for 

women to buy clothes, shoes, and household goods. In other words, it would allow 

women activists to have more access to various groups of women (Ahmadi Khorasani, 

2007b).  
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The women activists did not get permission from the government to hold a rally. However, 

they participated in demonstrating, cited their constitutional rights which guaranteed the 

right to peaceful assembly without a permit as long as the demonstration does not oppose 

Islamic laws, and no one bears arms. Unfortunately, the meeting ended violently (Famili, 

2007). Before the protest started, in an attempt to sabotage the rally, some women 

activists, including women bloggers and student activists who had spread the word about 

the demonstrations, were summoned for interrogation by police and threatened with 

harsh punishment. On the day of the protest, just hours before it was due to begin, the 

security forces arrived to prevent the participants from joining the event and arrested 

some women activists, such as Shahla Entesari. Despite the unprecedented pressure on 

women activists, hundreds of women along with students ignored the threat and 

supported the protest (Entesari, 2008). Demonstrators chanted slogans and brought 

signs, such as “Change Anti-Women Laws,” and We Want the Rights of a Full Human 

Being.” The female police immediately started beating the women, and the brutality of 

the police attack caused men who were passing by in the street to protest. However, the 

security forces forcibly dispersed and scattered the masses that were gathering (Ahmadi 

Khorasani, 2007; Baniyaghoob, 2013, p.100; Entesari, 2008, p.22). The police forces 

arrested more than 70 activists, forty women, and thirty men. Police said it was an illegal 

rally because protesters should have applied for a permit. Later, 14 protesters were 

charged with circulating propaganda against the government (Telegraph, 2009). Among 

those arrested during the rally, were student activists, writers, journalists, and synodical 

activists. For example, the government arrested Ali Akbar Mousavi, a former Member of 

Parliament and a student activist, and held him in solidarity confinement for more than 

four months (Human Rights Watch, 2011, p. 46). 

 

The police used violence and coercion in an attempt to suppress the peaceful march 

(Gheytanchi & Rahimi, 2008). As Sussan Tahmasebi, an activist and campaign member, 

states “we never imagined we would meet with so much resistance because our demands 

were so basic” (Power, 2009). The picture of the police brutality against women 

participating in a peaceful protest garnered extensive coverage, including many 

thousands of active blogs and websites, mostly personal and non-political inside Iran. 
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They reported and even photographed women activists who were beaten and arrested 

by police. Some blogs launched a petition that was sent to the judiciary. They expressed 

their concerns about the persecution of women’s rights activists (Usher, 2006). Hundreds 

of Iranian bloggers reported that many activists, including Zhial Baniyaghob and her 

husband, Bahman Amouee, a journalist, were beaten by batons and clubs (Baniyaghoob, 

2013).  

 

The event also captured the attention of the public and sympathy for female activists 

soared because for the first time the government used a contingent of women police 

officers in the attack. More than 600 political activists issued a statement condemning 

police brutality against Peaceful Female Demonstrators (Radio Farda, 2006). Also, some 

women journalists protested the government‘s suppression of women’s activism. Lily 

Pourzand, a woman journalist and a member of the Ontario Iranian Women’s Association, 

highlighted Iran’s new method that involved assigning female police officers to oppress 

women’s activities. She wrote that “the Iranian authorities have presented this activity as 

an innovation within the male-dominated system that controls the Iranian security forces, 

and have carried out an intensive propaganda campaign as evidence of the inclusive 

nature of the Iranian security force” (quoted in Lichter, 2009, p.188). One well-known 

cleric also condemned the police brutality and claimed that "according to the law, protests 

are legal as long as no one is armed and that their aim is not in contradiction to Sharia. As 

such, the protest organized by women’s rights activists that have been used as a 

justification for the issuing of prison and lashing sentences was not illegal” (Ansari & 

Tabrizi Mousavi, 2007). A reformist party (Jebhey-e Mosharekat) condemned the police 

brutality and defended women’s right to peaceful assembly. Also, the head of Tehran’s 

justice department confirmed the police attack on women and Iran’s judiciary spokesman 

said that police did not have rights to beat women. One of the participants who had been 

injured filed a complaint against the police. The Defenders of Human Rights Center, 

human rights organization, helped defend their cases. The protest in Haft-e Tir Maiden 

was the first major crackdown against peaceful women’s activities (Keshavarz, 2007).  
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Mir-Hosseini argues that with the consolidation of power in the hands of conservatives, 

who controlled the Majles and the presidency after a decade of reformist control, even to 

plan such an idea showed great courage (Mir-Hosseini, 2006a, p.2). Also, despite the 

violent suppression, women protesters did not turn violent and remained non-violent, 

because women had a strategic preference for non-violent action (Gheytanchi & Rahimi, 

2008). Women activists believed that violent action would reinforce the repressive state 

policies against women’s activism and silence the voice that they have found in the Iranian 

public sphere. Hence, it would generate more problems for women than the ones it aims 

to solve (Jahanbegloo, 2013). However, the most significant accomplishment of women 

gathering in Haft-e Tir Maiden was that women activists formed a new peaceful method 

to push their demands for legal equality. A group of women activists, who had attended 

the rally, including Ahmadi Khorasani, Parvin Ardalan, and Zhial Baniyaghob, came 

together later and established one of the largest, active campaigns in the history of female 

activities, “the One Million Signatures Campaign” (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009d; Ardalan, 

2007c).    

 

Hence, with a transition from a reformist administration to a conservative administration 

in 2005, women activists were confronted most heavily with restrictions and constraints. 

In other words, the political space for action was radically constricted, and opportunities 

for effective political mobilization—at least without significant personal risk—were 

diminished. 

 

One Million Signatures Campaign   

After the violent attack at the 12 June 2006 protest, women activists realized that they 

would be paying a high price to rally in the street. The security police used the excuses of 

disrupting public order and acting against national security to justify the arrest of the 

women activists (Ardalan, 2007a). However, the severe restriction on women’s activism 

did not deter them. They decided to change their tactics and refrain from public protest 

without losing their objectives and cause. Women activists sought to restructure 

themselves and alert ordinary women to the existence of the problems since a solution 
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required decoding the dominant discourse and constructing an alternative discourse for 

social action.     

 

Two months later, on 27 August 2006, more than 50 women activists, who had 

participated in Haft-e Tir Maiden, planned a seminar in the Conference Hall to review the 

achievements of women’s activism. However, they could not enter the building due to 

government restrictions on group meetings (Tahmasebi, 2008b). Instead, they held their 

seminar outside the Conference Hall. Shirin Ebadi, the first female Iranian Judge, one of 

the human rights activists and founder of the Center for the Defence of Human Rights, 

gave a speech while the other activists distributed brochures and pamphlets on the street. 

On that day, they collected signatures on the streets from participants in support of 

changing the discriminatory laws against women. Hence, “the One Million Signatures 

Campaign,” also known as Change for Equality, was officially launched on 27 August 2006, 

with the gathering of 54 people and with 118 signatures of activists (Ahmadi Khorasani, 

2009b). The most prominent activists in the Campaign were secular women Iranian 

women who included Shirin Ebadi, women’s rights activists, Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani, 

Zhial Baniyaghob, Parvin Ardalan, and Fariba Davoodi Mohajer (Ahmadi Khorasani, 

2009d). However, according to Ahmadi Khorasani, “no one can claim leadership of the 

movement. No one can consider herself its guardian because, truly, no person can 

consider the movement a mirror of all of her inner thoughts, opinions, and ideas” (Ahmadi 

Khorasani, 2009, p.7).  

 

The idea of the One Million Campaign was adopted from a campaign for Moroccan 

women’s rights group that was known as Women’s Action Union (UAF) in 1992, yet unlike 

the Moroccan enterprise which had the received the support of government, the One 

Million Campaign was severely hampered by government’s response. Moroccan activists 

launched a campaign which aimed to collect one million signatures to reform the 

Moudawana (Personal Status Code) (Mir-Hosseini, 2007; Tavvana, 2011a). The success of 

Moroccan activists inspired Iranian women activists to pursue a similar strategy. Although 

the Iranian campaign also sought to collect one million signatures, as the Khadijeh 

Moghaddam states, the Iranian campaign was accompanied by education (K. Moghadam, 
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2007). The women’s rights discourse expressed through “the One Million Signatures 

Campaign”, aimed to revoke the “discriminatory laws against women”. Women activists 

decided to expand their target audience and extend their social base by appealing directly 

to “ordinary women to become advocates in the face of a potentially repressive 

government” (Afkhami & Ahmadi Khorasani, 2008). 

 

After three months, campaign organizers, including 54 activists, drafted three documents, 

and it was a minimum convention that defined the objective and the method of the 

Campaign (Davoudi Mohajer et al., 2009, p. 290). The first draft was a campaign 

“Manifesto,” a petition for legal change, calling for an end to the discriminatory laws and 

organizers hoped to collect one million signatures in support of the campaign (Ahmadi 

Khorasani, 2009, p.5). They were seeking equal rights in areas, such as marriage, divorce 

and child custody, guardianship, the age of criminal responsibility, the number of 

partners, citizenship, blood money, inheritance, laws that support honor killing, testimony 

in the court, and other discriminatory legislation (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009, pp.116-122). 

The second draft was a “the Campaign Plan” that outlined the Campaign goals and 

objectives and defined the duties of the committees. The Campaign aimed to achieve the 

following: Promote collaboration and cooperation for social change, Identification of 

women’s needs and priorities; Amplifying women’s voice; Increasing knowledge and 

promoting action; Paying our dues; The power of numbers; Power in a plurality (Ahmadi 

Khorasani, 2009, pp.105-107; Equality, 2006). The third draft was a pamphlet entitled “the 

Effect of Laws on Women’s Life” which discussed legal changes, and it was distributed to 

ordinary people to elicit signatures (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009, pp. 5-6; Tahmasebi, 2008b). 

The documents were meant to bind activists despite the diversity of views by emphasizing 

specific and concrete demands as well as to provide guidelines for the campaign to move 

toward reaching its objectivities (Davoudi Mohajer et al., 2009, p.291).  

 

Learning from their experience, they viewed Islam as part of people’s everyday lives and 

accepted it (Afary, 2009). Hence, the organizers of the Campaign declared that their 

demand was not in incompatible with Islamic principles and was consonant with Islamic 
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faith (Tahmasebi, 2008b). The organizers also showed that many religious scholars, 

Including Yousef Saanei and Bojnourdi, had called for the reform of the discriminatory 

laws against women and did not see such changes as contrary to Islam (Alikarami, 2009, 

p. 124). Mohammed Taghi Fazel-Meibodi, a high-ranking cleric, declared that all legal 

demands of the Campaign could be amended through a new Islamic reading of the text. 

He believed that Iran’s current laws were appropriate for the Arabian Peninsula at the 

time of the prophet. Fazel-Meibodi added that "If thirteen centuries ago polygamy was 

customary or the marriage of girls at nine years old was recommended, in this day and 

age, given the principles of justice and current social conditions, we have to acknowledge 

that these practices are no longer acceptable” (Fazel-Meibodi, 2007). Some women and 

men religious activists supported the Campaign by signing the petition, such as Jamileh 

Kadivar (Kadivar & Ansari, 2009) and Taghi Rahmani, a religious-nationalist activist, who 

defended the Campaign due to the fact that “the Campaign addressed the basic demands 

and issues of women. Parts of the requirements of the Campaign are entirely legitimate” 

(Rahmani & Farid, 2007). Thus, campaigners sought to articulate women’s issues, creating 

gendered collective claims, in language that would not be incompatible with the teaching 

of Islam (Afary, 2009).  

 

The Campaign, however, also faced criticism from women activists inside and outside Iran 

about its demands. Some radical leftist women activists referred to the Campaign as a 

reactionary and “liberal campaign” (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2007a, p.175). They accused the 

women organizers of having claimed the least of women’s demands that did not represent 

the needs and issues of all women. They contended that it was a campaign to defend the 

rights of only a group of women, that even if the discriminatory laws against women were 

changed, it would only bring about superficial changes rather than the necessary 

underlying changes (Plaschi et al., 2008; Yagoubali, 2011). In response to these criticisms, 

as one campaigner, Khadijeh Moghaddam, explained: “it has sprung from the depths of 

society and as a result of concrete needs” (K. Moghadam, 2007). The demand to reform 

the unjust laws was a top priority for the women because of the tangible issues affecting 

women’s everyday lives regardless of their ethnicity, religion, social and economic class 

or level of education (2009, p.31). However, the demand to reform the laws had the 
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potential to mobilize and organize women of varying views to work together toward a 

single goal. Also, the request for changing the laws, on the one hand, was not so limited 

that it failed to mobilize women, and conversely, it was not so large that it discouraged 

women activities because of its seeming impossibility (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009, p.32). The 

Campaign was not a revolutionary campaign, however as one of the campaign organizer, 

Sussan Tahmasebi, maintained, it was a reformist campaign that sought to improve unjust 

laws in the existing system with clearly defined goals and demands (Tahmasebi, 2008b). 

Thus, the Campaign operated around gender-based claims which sought to reduce the 

gender inequality in the political system. 

 

To avoid the accusation of complicity in subversion, the organizers decided not to accept 

foreign funds from “international organizations, foundations or government whether 

overt or covert.” The organizers established a “Finance Committee” to find adequate 

funding for the Campaign to carry out its activities (Change for Equality, 2006a). After 

assembling a budget, the committee directed it to a different purpose. The central portion 

of the budget was spent on the training materials, educational booklets, including printing 

and copying a pamphlet “the effect of laws on women’s life” published as a part of the 

Campaign. The committee should report at least every three months via its website to 

inform its members (Change for Equality, 2008i; K. Moghadam, 2007). The campaigners 

lacked stable financial resources. Hence women activists often had to rely on their limited 

resources to assert their claims and to spread the message of the Campaign throughout 

the country.  

 

The leadership structure of the Campaign attempted to provide an opportunity for 

ordinary women, referring especially to the younger and lower-income women, to 

become involved in trying to improve the unjust laws and it found an equal voice with 

others (Davoudi Mohajer et al., 2009, p.292). Also, there was a limited formal requirement 

for membership, allowing for the loose definition of who belongs to the Campaign. Many 

women were permitted multiple memberships and part-time or short-term participation. 

There was not any distinction between members and non-members, many women 
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activists perused their activity by themselves (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009d). Under this 

condition, there were many readings about resistance and gender equality and what was 

involved. Ahmadi Khorasani argued that the focus of the Campaign was on women’s 

political demands, rather than on concerns about identity or ideology (Ahmadi Khorasani, 

2008).  

 

Additionally, the organizer of the Campaign operated under a horizontal structure with 

decentralized leadership in an attempt to extend the networking from the local areas to 

the regional areas and finally to international networking. The Campaign was 

comprehensive and flexible and allowed local autonomy. The campaign organizers 

encouraged women to form networks in all areas of their social activities (Davoudi 

Mohajer, 2010; Tavvana, 2011b). The organizers established “Committee for Provinces” 

to gain more support from other cities and provinces, to attract students living and 

studying in these regions, and to hold workshops, seminars, and training courses for them. 

Additionally, the committee’s task involved sending drafts, leaflets, and statements to 

these parts and, if necessary, to hold workshops and training courses in these cities for 

recruits to familiarize them with the campaign activities (Change for Equality, 2008i). The 

Campaign extended to over 20 provinces, and more than 1,000 individuals took part in 

the campaign training course to start collecting signatures (Tahmasebi, 2013). This 

campaign also gained widespread support from 14 countries where Iranians were living 

outside Iran. These Iranian signed the petitioned online in solidarity and started their own 

groups. For example, some Iranian women opened a branch in California, which was the 

most active branch. They aimed to protect activists inside Iran by calling attention to their 

political persecution and also gather support for the Campaign by giving public talks about 

the topic of gender discrimination (Change for Equality, 2008b; Karimi & Sammaknejad, 

2009). Moreover, the international communities expressed their solidarity with the 

Campaign by issuing statements since only Iranians could sign the petition (Tahmasebi, 

2008b). The Campaign also received support from well-known activists and scholars, such 

as Helene Cixous, Algerian/French philosopher, Arundhati Roy, Indian author, Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak, Indian-born scholar, Nikki Keddie,  and Alice Schwarzer, German 

feminist (Change for Equality, 2007a, 2008c). Hence, the structure of the campaign 



167 
 

organizers allowed the horizontal extension of the Campaign, as Shirin Ebadi said at the 

time of the Campaign, “Even if we wanted to stop the Campaign, we could not stop the 

One Million Signatures Campaign” ( quoted in Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009, p.7). 

 

The campaign organizers also declared their solidarity with “ethnic minorities, workers, 

trade unions, teachers, and other groups” and addressed their grievances (Davoudi 

Mohajer et al., 2009, p.292). The campaign organizers attempted to build informal 

networks with other groups and campaigns including the student organizations that had 

helped the Campaign to ignite a public debate (Javaheri, 2010). They also invited many 

intellectuals and scholars to participate and help them to develop strategies and 

approaches that would allow for a diversity of women’s voices and demands (Hoodfar & 

Sadeghi, 2009, p.221). The organizers also received the support of celebrities including 

directors Tahmineh Milani, Pooran Derakhshandeh, and Rakhshan Bani Etemad, and the 

poet Simin Behbahani (Tavvana, 2011b, p.54). 

 

Furthermore, the organizers also sought to gain support from men. On the website of 

“Change for Equality,” it states that the One Million Signatures Campaign is a movement, 

and all Iranian both men and women can join as actors in the movement (Change for 

Equality, 2008d). However, some women believed that the presence of men in the 

Campaign would be a threat to women’s autonomy and integrity. They thought that the 

Campaign should rely on women rather than men in the fight against the discriminatory 

law. However, the organizers believed that the presence of men in the Campaign would 

reinforce women’s struggles for civil rights and women’s issues (Ahmadi Khorasani, 

2009,p. 51). Since the start of the Campaign, some men were actively engaged in the 

Campaign, and two men were among the fifty-four founding members. They cooperated 

with women to promote the concept of social equality in society in which most men were 

reluctant to give up their privileges which increased their power at the home and society. 

Men got involved with the Campaign due to their frustration, accordingly Amir Yaghoubi–

Ali argued that that “unequal laws do not only affect women but also that its harms affect 

all of the society – and they affect family and human relations more broadly” 
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(Hosseinzadeh & Yaghoub-Ali, 2008). He added that “it is a mistake to think that fighting 

for women’s rights is fighting for the rights of only half of society” (Change for Equality, 

2008e).  

 

Many male activists who had campaigned for democracy and human rights were not 

ready to take women’s demands and claims seriously and to accept women’s roles in 

these struggles (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009d). The organizers learned from their experience 

that social activism could change people’s consciousness about women’s rights issues. 

Hence, the campaigners organized “Men‘s Committee” (Hosseinzadeh & Yaghoub-Ali, 

2008). The committee held workshops and seminars, educating young men to support 

equal rights for women in divorce, property, custody, and inheritance law and worked 

toward the creation of social change in society. The committee also trained young men 

and sent them to collect signatures from the public. Working in the Campaign was not 

easy for the young men. However, those young men who defended women’s right faced 

unprecedented obstacles and threats. As Amir Yaghoubi–Ali explained he was mistreated 

as a “bisexual” or as a someone who had a “sexual problem” during his detention 

(Hosseinzadeh & Yaghoub-Ali, 2008) because supporting women’s rights was equated 

with a rejection of manhood (Khosrokhavar, 2016). He added that he was interrogated 

about his involvement in the women’s campaign, and was then charged with being “a 

member of the Men’s Committee of the campaign” (Hosseinzadeh & Yaghoub-Ali, 2008). 

Even so, they succeeded in mobilizing some among the young generation of men. The 

number of men volunteers who participated in the Tehran training workshops was fifty 

out of 370 (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009, pp. 2-3). 

 

Thus, in attempting to promote changes that would improve women’s conditions, the One 

Million Campaign made special efforts at outreach to other groups and people to raise 

awareness among society regarding women’s issues. They built and forged alliances 

between networks and organizations and engaged in consciousness-raising efforts to 

revive a broader belief in the transformative potential of culture and in women 

themselves. 



169 
 

 

The government did not allow those who worked on the Campaign to have access to the 

media in Iran, therefore, as Parvin Ardalan stated: "every print magazine for women we 

had was closed, so we created a new world for ourselves in cyberspace” (Soguel, 2010). 

The Internet provided opportunities for the Campaign to bypass the state censorship and 

quickly distribute a message. The campaign organizers named the website “Change for 

Equality” (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009d), and put the “Media Committee” in charge of social 

media communications (K. Moghadam, 2007). The Campaign website “Change for 

Equality” was utilized to share information about the Campaign, including legal 

educational materials, photos, interviews, articles, links to human rights groups, and it 

also expatriated the process of receiving signatures (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009, p.110; 

Tohidi, 2006). They also employed the Internet to draw the support of the international 

community. They requested international solidarity to support the Campaign for law 

reform toward gender equality that might bring additional pressure to bear on the 

government to compel them to release the women activists (Moghadan, 2010, p.45). They 

created separate sections on the website to translate the texts in English, French, 

German, Italian, Spanish, and Arabic (Change for Equality, 2008i).  

 

The Campaign‘s activities were not restricted to the Internet. They took their demands to 

the urban spaces, such as public parks, shopping malls, or street corners in certain areas. 

The organizers emphasized face to face dialogue because of the fear of isolation from 

others in the virtual world. The campaigners believed that talking with women and 

informing them about the discriminatory laws outside on streets that were accessible in 

public places would be places where they could advise women of their rights, and 

therefore they would demand change in the laws. Also, activist‘s mobility provided them 

with new forms of sociability, outside their circle, and new relationships they created with 

people would give them access to the information. To reach out to the public, they 

established the “Education Committee” (Change for Equality, 2008d; Tahmasebi, 2013; 

Tohidi, 2006). The primary task of the committee was to train those volunteers who were 

interested in collaborating with the Campaign, and they would then be able to collect 

signatures (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009, pp.110-111). In the training courses, the volunteers 
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would be trained on the legal issues, and they would discuss the laws in the campaign 

statements. They would receive training to improve their communication skills so that the 

volunteers would be able to articulate the aims and strategies of the campaign, and they 

also receive training so they would be able to plan and hold their own workshops so they 

would be able to transmit the information and skills to others. In the first year, more than 

400 training seminars were held, and at least ten people had participated in each course 

(Change for Equality, 2008i; Ghahreman & Loghmani, 2007). The campaigners sought to 

increase the salience of the women’s issues to the public, because the more the public 

was informed and engaged, the higher the chances they would have in terms of making a 

difference.  

 

The organizers also suggested that volunteers write up their plans for their activities and 

experiences in the context of collecting signatures on the website of the Campaign 

(Change for Equality, 2006, p.16). The organizers believed that the experience they shared 

with the public would increase the sources of support and the members inside Iran would 

lead more people to think about the difficulties women face (Davoudi Mohajer et al., 

2009, p.292). The campaigners recommended that the volunteers after they collected the 

signatures, they had to deliver the signatures to the “Documentation Committee.” The 

committee was responsible for maintaining the signatures for statistical analysis. The 

committee was also responsible for documenting the volunteers’ activities and collecting 

materials produced by other groups and committees with the aim of applying these 

experiences in the future (Change for Equality, 2008i; K. Moghadam, 2007). In this way, 

the Internet helped the women build online communities, which was a new way of 

experiencing women’s activism and community. In other words, it was a way that women 

and other people were engaged in collective action to make political demands and to 

make their vision manifest (Change for Equality, 2006a; Karami, 2010; Tahmasebi, 2008b, 

2013).  

 

Virtual communities of women in cyberspace was not a substitute for face to face 

communities. Organizers had realized that it would be impossible to change the 

discrimination against women without promoting awareness of ordinary women. They 
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also believed that Iranian women had limited access to information (Ghahreman & 

Loghmani, 2007).  Hence, they turned to a pragmatic approach in their efforts to garner 

the attention of public opinion. They decided to bring debates about women’s demands 

for equality from the circle of women activists to the public. In other words, they sought 

to keep the gender debate on the public agenda. Hence, the campaign activists utilized 

the face to face method to articulate women’s rights.  

 

The activists started talking to the ordinary people, including men, women, and youth, on 

the streets, in-store, on the train, at work, and at university face to face. They talked about 

social inequality and discriminatory practices as they spoke to ordinary women and 

addressed the impact of gender inequality on their everyday lives (Ahmadi Khorasani, 

2009b). The campaign activists gave people a template explaining the legal inequality 

facing women. They explained to them how they might benefit from the legal changes to 

personal status laws. In other words, they delineated the legal issues and social problems 

women faced, and then they presented programs which had been designed to alleviate 

those legal issues and challenges (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009, p.49; Moghissi, 2008). Hence, 

the campaigners sought to produce political women at the level of the grassroots, who 

were willing to challenge the discriminatory laws and practices.    

 

The next step was that the volunteers asked those who agreed with the aims of the 

campaign to sign a petition that called for a change in the discriminatory laws. Also, those 

who were interested in becoming more involved were able to get involved with local 

groups working on the campaign (Tahmasebi, 2008b). Collecting one million signatures 

was the first phase of the campaign. In the second step, a group of volunteer legal experts 

would draft new laws to replace the unjust laws that were in the form of a bill. Then, this 

bill along with collected signatures would be submitted to the parliament in person to 

compel the legislature to enact legal change (Ghahreman & Loghmani, 2007; Tahmasebi, 

2013). In the meantime, the organizers pursued a top-down strategy, concentrating their 

efforts on the government and other official institutions, with the intention of reaching 
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those in power in order to make a difference in the decision-making process (Ahmadi 

Khorasani, 2009, pp.58-61).  

 

In one of the first articles posted on the website, the organizers claimed that “Iran is a 

signatory to the UN Convention on Civil and Political Rights and, as such, is required to 

eliminate all forms of discrimination” (Change for Equality, 2006a). By reminding the 

government of its international commitment to maintaining women’s rights, the 

organizers worked to keep the pressure on the government to fulfill its duties (Sameh, 

2010, p.449). However, there was a debate among the organizers of the Campaign on 

“how and whom they should connect and lobby” (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009d). Some 

members of the Campaign were not supportive of the top-down strategy, and they 

believed that the campaign organizers should take its distance from the state. They 

claimed that advocacy and lobbying would not result in social change. However, others 

thought that the campaign ultimately would ask the government to address its demand. 

Hence, it would be necessary to lobby those in the position of power. Thus, the members 

of the campaign agreed that the activists could keep their distance from the state, or they 

can be involved in lobbying with political parties and religious leaders (Ahmadi Khorasani, 

2009d; Tahmasebi, 2007; Yagoubali, 2011).  

 

The face-to-face method became a springboard not only for deeper dialogue and 

conversation about the legal aspects of gender inequality; it was but also about the stories 

of those groups whose demands were left unheard. As Khadijeh Moghadam (2007) states 

that “we train, and we also learn, in other words, we became familiar with the pain and 

the problems of men and women.” Hence, as an organizer explained, they sought to 

amplify “the voice of women whose needs are not often addressed at the national level.” 

In other words, it was a struggle in rendering what was unseen visible and making what 

was unheard audible (Change for Equality, 2006a). 
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From the start, the Campaign was subjected to state repression and harassment. After 

the pressure from the state increased, a few conservative women began criticizing the 

Campaign. They believed that a civic effort is an attempt that does not provoke reactions 

among social forces. They argued that there should be the possibility to shape a struggle 

so that no one can oppose it (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2007a, p.183). However, the activists 

refused to give up, and they even pursued their activities in prison. For example, Amir 

Yaghoubi–Ali, who was the first male campaigner was sentenced to one year in jail for 

“endangering national security” for his work for the campaign (Change for Equality, 

2008e). In prison, he sought to raise men’s awareness about legal injustices, gender issues 

and discrimination against women and show them how these unequal laws harmed not 

only women but also all society (Hosseinzadeh & Yaghoub-Ali, 2008). Also, some women 

activists, who were arrested, held workshops about women’s rights for the female 

prisoners. For instance, Jelve Javaheri, one of the founders of the Campaign, was charged 

with writing in support of women and their activities within the Campaign (Javaheri, 

2009). During her prison sentence, she along with other members of the Campaign 

managed to set up a fund to assist in the release of female prisoners and their adjustment 

to a new life after their release (Javaheri, 2007).  

 

By increasing pressure on the younger activists who were collecting signatures, the 

organizers also decided to establish a supporting unit called “Mother’s Committee.” Some 

of the mothers of the organizers joined the “Mother’s Committee,” and they also 

encouraged other mothers to get involved in the campaign activities. The major aim of 

the committee was to bargain with the government by “conducting lobbying efforts, the 

writing of statements and protecting such actions.” Additionally, the members of the 

committee attempted to make resources available to the campaign activists, and they 

provided support for the younger activists (Change for Equality, 2008a). 

 

In summer 2008, in response to the Campaign, the government proposed a controversial 

bill named “the Family Protection Bill,” (G. Esfandiari, 2010), which would have made 

divorce law even more favorable for men, and polygamy easier. For example, one 
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provision (Article 23) of the bill would have given the wealthy man the right not to take a 

second wife without the consent and permission of the first wife, which had been a legal 

requirement. Another provision (Article 25) would have imposed taxation of the mehrieh 

(dower) which was an attempt to reduce the bargaining power of women in marriage and 

during a divorce proceeding (Afary, 2009, p.371; Change for Equality, 2010; V. Moghadam, 

2013, p.199). The bill was known as the “Anti-Family Bill” among the women activists, and 

it caused a massive outcry (Change for Equality, 2008g). This bill was also condemned by 

even some Islamic women organizations which were intertwined with state institutions, 

such as Zynab Association and the Women’s Organization of the Islamic Revolution 

(Sepehri, 2010). It led to a vast coalition of women activists, including women activists, 

human rights defenders, as well as secular, religious groups and some conservative 

women’s groups (Amani, 2008a). The One Million Campaign along with other women’s 

groups, including Meydaan Zanan, Kanoon Zanan Irani, had a significant role in mobilizing 

women from various backgrounds to prevent the ratification of the bill (Amani, 2008b). 

They used all means available to them, including multiple Web sites and networks of 

Weblogs, in an effort to challenge the bill. They signed a statement objecting to the bill, 

claiming that the proposal erodes women’s rights within the family. They demanded to 

meet members of the parliament to present a plan to them to withdraw the bill (Change 

for Equality, 2010; Sepehri, 2010).  

 

Additionally, women activists in the Campaign lobbied prominent clerics to convince them 

that the bill was contradictory to the foundation of the family. In response, the Judiciary 

chief Hashemi Shahroudi, the conservative cleric, spoke against the bill referring to it as 

harmful to women. He said the proposed changes had overshadowed the pro-family 

articles in the original bill drawn up by the judiciary. Yousef Saanei, a Grand Ayatollah, 

criticized the bill and the practice of polygamy, in general. He stated on his website that 

taking the second wife without the permission of the first wife is a sin, contrary to the 

concept of justice prescribed by under Sharia law. He added “I pray that such a decision 

that is oppressive to women will not be made into law. God forbid that the Majles should 

add another problem to the existing problems of women” (Sykes, 2008). Finally, in 

September 2008, large groups of 50 prominent Iranian women, including Shirin Ebadi, 
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Simin Behbahani, Elaheh Koolaee, Rakhshan Bani-Etemad, went to the parliament to talk 

their members in parliament about the danger embodied in the bill. As a result, the 

speaker of the Parliament declared that the bill was sent to the parliament's legal 

committee for more work (Afary, 2009, p.371; Esfandiari, 2010). Hence, despite all the 

pressures, the campaign organizers along with other women activists could withdraw the 

Family Protection Bill, which came with the help of lobbying religious leaders who 

supported the women activists, as well as from unlikely allies that included prominent 

conservative politicians (Change for Equality, 2008h). 

 

By early 2009, the government’s manner of dealing with the Campaign entered a new 

phase. They were determined to eradicate the demands for equality under the banner of 

national security. The state’s articulation of the Campaign as national security was based 

on the notion of women’s rights as imposed by the West (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009d; 

Davoudi Mohajer et al., 2009). The Campaign was moving on slowly because the 

government put more pressure on the Campaign. According to Afkhami: “almost every 

member of the Campaign that has had a leading role has been arrested, harassed, or 

tried” (Voice of America, 2009). The government also blocked the campaign’s website and 

11 weblogs which belonged to the local branches of the campaign in several regions. They 

warned those newspapers and the press that covered news about the Campaign. The 

government also arrested many of the activists and volunteers and charged them with 

security charges (Bandari, 2008).  

 

The first campaign member who was detained was Zainab Peyghambarzadeh, a student 

activist, on 15 December 2006 while she was collecting signatures on the Tehran Metro 

underground railway. She was charged with “acting against national security” and 

sentenced to a one-year prison term, which was suspended for three years (Change for 

Equality, 2008f). On 12 June 2008, security forces arrested the most prominent activists 

in the Campaign, such as Nasrin Sotoudeh, Jila Baniyaghoob, and seven other women right 

before a conference commemorating the second anniversary of the Iranian Women’s 

Solidarity Day (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009, pp.164-165). In September 2008, Housseinkhah, 
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Javaheri, and two other campaign activists, Parvin Ardalan, and Nahid Keshavarz, were 

sentenced to six months in prison for contributing to the banned website. Moreover, later 

Parvin Ardalan was banned from travel as she attempted to go to Stockholm to accept the 

2007 Olaf Palme Award for her assiduous work on the campaign (Ardalan, 2008). The 

persecution continued, with many who signed the petition and the government 

accelerated its repressive activities. For example, in response to the one million campaign, 

Khahrahan-e Basij (Basij Sisters) launched a “4.5 Million Signature Campaign” for the 

purpose of protecting “Islamic practices” (Change for Equality, 2007b). The head of 

Khahrahan-e Basij (Basij Sisters) criticized the Campaign and claimed that “there is no 

Western Women’s Movement in Iran, and accused the women practitioners of working 

for Western countries to undermine the Islamic establishment” (as quoted in Golkar, 

2015, pp.110-111). 

 

In the end, the campaign activists never reached their goal of collecting one million 

signatures. However, it was estimated that the Campaign had raised hundreds of 

thousands of signatures (Power, 2009). Another goal of the Campaign was to draw the 

attention of public opinion about the negative impact of laws on women’s everyday lives 

through the face to face discussion. It was a process of “consciousness-raising activity at 

the grassroots level” (Moghissi, 2008, p.553), in which the campaign activists, as Ardalan 

argued, sought to encourage debate and they increased awareness about the priority of 

women’s rights in pursuit of democratic freedom and civil society (Najibullah, 2008).  

 

After the suppression of the women’s demonstrations, the women activists carved a new 

political space in which they articulated the women’s demands in the language of “Human 

Rights” in which, they claimed, there was compatibility with their demands and Islam. By 

employing this discourse, the campaign organizers sought to legitimize the Campaign as 

the political project of Iranian women attempting to change the discriminatory laws 

against women. The campaign organizers surpassed their ideological differences and 

moved beyond the boundaries of the Islamic and secular feminist debate, making 

everyday, concrete demands to involve a significant number of ordinary women from a 
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variety of social, ideological, and religious backgrounds for the benefit of all Iranian 

women (Afary, 2009; N. Tohidi, 2010c). 

 

The One Million Signatures Campaign became the ultimate expression of women’s 

empowerment because women mobilized, developed women-centered discourses, and 

engaged in collective gendered claims, making them without becoming involved in violent 

action. While women activists negotiated within and outside of their networks in order to 

change the discriminatory laws they also sought to challenge the routine practices that 

normalized the discriminatory practices.  

  

Conclusion  

As previously discussed, the structural constraints frustrated the women activists, who 

had wanted to work within the system to modify the laws. The women activists changed 

their tactics to continue their demands, and they enacted a new way of doing politics 

through non-institutional means that contrasted with the previous one (formal politics). 

The public sphere was considered to be the site of politics, where women conducted 

democratic discussion and debate. Thereby, fighting for women’s rights moved from the 

state and its institutions to the public sphere. Partly because of the relatively relaxed 

political atmosphere, which was brought about by changes in government policy, women 

activists used disruptive repertoires of action, such as street marches and protests. Hence, 

the street came to serve as a locus of political expression in which women gathered and 

demonstrated their claims against the government. Women made claims on the 

government and used public performance to do so. This form of contentious collective 

action broke with routine action and left political elites disoriented. However, due to the 

oppressive nature of the state, the women’s protest met with stiff opposition. Hence, 

women activists retreated from the disruptive protest, due to the hostile climate toward 

women activists.  

 

As the costs to participate in protests increased and as more changes occurred in the 

technological paradigm, women activists focused on sustaining a challenging discourse 

and mobilizing a collective identity. They used a repertoire of collective action that was 

mostly based on expressive and symbolic action aimed at contesting the dominant 
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discourse. They politicized the women’s issues by bringing their gender debate to the 

public and mobilizing women from the private to the public space. Women activists 

gradually empowered their position in the public sphere by making themselves visible by 

holding seminars and conferences to promote gender consciousness, celebrating special 

days to promote community-building, launching a sustainable campaign, such as calling 

for equal rights for women and calling for revoking the discriminatory laws against 

women. These activities led to the powerful expression of women’s collective action in 

the One Million Signatures Campaign, which sought to collect signatures to demand an 

end to the legal discrimination against women. All of these efforts contributed to visible 

changes in the gender politics of the presidential election in 2009, which distinguished it 

from previous elections. Because women’s activism led to a new image of womanhood 

and a discursive identity that was the source of a rift and tension over the construction of 

women’s identity. Hence, women’s activities laid the ground for the Green Movement.  
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Chapter Eight: The Green Movement 

Chapter eight outlines how certain internal and external factors impacted women’s 

activism before and after the presidential election in 2009. This chapter explains how the 

Ahmadinejad administration enforced a particular gender policy that reinforced 

conservative values related to women and acted as a brake on the improvement in 

women’s status, which was similar to the early days of the revolution. What is considered 

critical in this analysis is to explain how the new project, coupled with religion, as well as 

the use of symbols, shattered women’s lives and disrupted their normal routines that 

fueled a powerful sense of collective grievances. In the next section, it explains how the 

Presidential election provided opportunities for the collective mobilization of women and 

women’s engagement in gendered claims-making.   

 

It also describes how the failure of the government to respond to women’s demands led 

to the construction of a new political force, including a wide variety of women who were 

brought together by their common demand for social and political change. Moreover, the 

chapter contextualizes how women along with different groups and individuals were 

linked by a common identity, a shared set of values and a collective grievance which 

constituted a radical opposition force that demanded the end of the Ahmadinejad 

administration. It looks at how women activists coordinated with other groups in the 

Green Movement without dissolving and losing their independence, and how they 

benefited from their experiences and did their best to maintain their identity. The next 

section includes an explanation of the way a group of women politicized their issues. It 

also describes the way these women who shared similar grievances took part in political 

action.   

 

The importance of women’s role in Iranian society had become a significant concern for 

the Iranian government. Due to the following trends that included the growth of women’s 

presence in society since 1988; the increasing social visibility in society in entities, such as 

NGOs, media, sports, cinema since the 1990s; the rise of political visibility in formal politics 

and informal politics since 1996; and the increase in a number of organized collective 

campaigns since 2006, such as, the One Million Signatures Campaign, that the Iranian 
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government had sought to stop or, at least, impede the women’s activism. Clearly, the 

government did not appear to want to change its policy on women and instead sought to 

increase the pressure on women activists. However, women’s activism entered the next 

phase and helped pave the way to the Green Movement of 2009, and in the subsequent 

street protests, the active presence and leadership of women became evident.  

 

Ahmadinejad Gender Policy and Women’s Grievances 

With the capture of political power by hardliners who came to power under the 

government of Ahmadinejad in 2005, the political opportunity structure became 

unfavorable to internal opposition. The women reformists were purged from government 

positions, and at that point, there were no women left who advocated for women’s rights 

within the power elite. The women activists who used to lobby the religious leaders and 

bargain with the government were no longer in a position of authority to do so. The 

government introduced conservative policies which were reminiscent of the early days of 

the revolution. The Ahmadinejad administration established a set of practices, discourses, 

and institutions that sought to organize social life in a particular way.  

 

After Ahmadinejad’s election, the name of the institution “the Center for Women’s 

Participation,” an organization committed to initiating various programs for women’s 

empowerment, such as encouraging the formation of women’s NGOs, was replaced by 

“the Center for Women and Family Affairs” (Hosseinzadeh, 2009). According to the 

Center’s website, “Ahmadinejad proposed a broader idea of the social and religious 

necessities and the central role of women in the stabilization of families. He, therefore, 

expanded the center to the Center for Women and Family Affairs” (quoted in Voorhoeve, 

2012, p.65). Under the Khatami administration, the center emphasized the importance of 

women’s participation in the public sphere, yet under the Ahmadinejad government, the 

center sought to project women primarily as mothers and wives and these identities were 

called the normative female identity. According to Zohreh Tabibzadeh, the head of the 

Center for Women and Family Affairs acknowledged that a woman has a social identity 

outside the home, but “the best character for females is formed within the family” (Aftab 

News, 2006). One of the charges the hardliners raised against the Center under Khatami 
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administration was that the Center had been active in promoting Iran’s ratification of 

CEDAW, despite the explicit opposition of some of the authorities, the Friday leaders and 

clerics, and members of the Council of Guardian (Hosseinzadeh, 2009). The head of the 

Center for Women and Family Affairs under the Ahmadinejad administration declared 

that Iran was no longer committed to Western treaties aiming at corrupting Iranian 

women and destroying Islamic values. She added that she would not allow the ratification 

of CEDAW as long as she was in charge (F. Sadeghi, 2009b).  

 

Likewise, the Ahmadinejad administration promoted a higher population growth rate and 

criticized the National Family Planning Program, which had encouraged the couple to limit 

their family size to two families (Riddell, 2013, pp.148-150). Ahmadinejad’s call for a 

higher birth rate was reminiscent of Khomeini’s demand for a high population growth rate 

(Hosseinzadeh, 2009; Tait, 2006). Ahmadinejad saw a large population as bolstering Iran's 

position as powerful, saying that “Western countries are just scared about Iran's 

population growing and overtaking theirs” (Harrison, 2006). He argued that women 

should work less and devote more time to their primary mission of raising children. He 

added that he wanted to put forth proposals to decrease women’s working hours based 

on how many children they had (Harrison, 2006). Even before his election, Ahmadinejad 

had expressed the opinion that the most significant role of women was  “motherhood and 

the provision of love and affection” (Naji, 2009, p.250). In response, and in line with the 

government’s ideology, the Center presented the “Compulsory Reduction of Women’s 

Work Hours Plan” under the pretext of supporting women (Abbasi-Shavazi et al., 2009). 

Meanwhile, the Minister of Culture and Islamic Guidance ordered the reduction of 

women’s work outside the home to daylight hours. This measure was advertised as giving 

women time to fulfill their family duties (Saberi, 2006). Under Ahmadinejad’s 

government, a gender quota system was reintroduced in different academic disciplines to 

limit the number of women student attending University and increase the male quota in 

some fields of study (Hosseinzadeh, 2009). At least 40 percent of the space in the key 

university disciplines was reversed in favor of men students (Hoodfar, 2010).  
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Alongside this, the venues from where challenges to the new orthodoxy might emerge 

were censored or suppressed. The government closed down Zanan, after 16 years of 

publication for offering “a somber picture of the Islamic republic” and publishing “morally 

questionable information” (G. Esfandiari, 2014). The vilification of women’s NGOs had 

started in 2004, before the election of Ahmadinejad as the hard-line newspaper 

Jomhuriyeh Eslami accused women’s NGOs as “agents of the West powers” engaged in 

activities designed to overthrow the government. As a result, the new government began 

to deteriorate the environment for women’s NGOs. For example, the Center for Women 

and Family Affairs had no difficulty rolling back the gains of non-governmental 

organizations. The Center changed its policies and applied a harsh approach toward 

women’s NGOs. They ordered that the permits of NGOs must be revalidated. It became 

tough to obtain permission for members of those NGOs to attend a peaceful gathering. 

Hence, the government closed down many women’s NGOs that had been formed during 

the Khatami administration, such as the Markaz-e Farhangi-ye Zanan (Women’s Cultural 

Center) in 2007, the Raahi Center, founded by a lawyer and women’s rights activists. Also, 

the Revolutionary Court of Iran closed down the NGO Training Center, an organization 

formed to support NGOs, and its director, Abbasgholizadeh, was arrested for her 

activities, including attending the Beijing plus Ten conferences in Asia and the European 

Social Forum in London. Her arrest was described as a warning to women’s NGO's activists 

(Rostami Povey, 2005; Shekarloo, 2005; Stachursky, 2013). In addition, those NGOs that 

were allowed to remain active must not have any political implications, or their budgets 

were cut by half while more funding was provided to religious institutions (Javaheri, 2010; 

Khatam, 2009). 

 

The domestic repression more generally was rising as a response to the Bush 

administration’s deepening rhetorical war on Iran and its policies of isolation, sanction, 

and containment. The confrontation with the West over the nuclear issue gave 

ammunition to the hardliners to clamp down internal dissent (Mir-Hosseini, 2006a). They 

accused women’s activism of collusion and conspiracy with the West, referring to a plot 

that was aiming to overthrow the Islamic Republic through promoting un-Islamic ideas 

and feminist views (Batmanghelichi & Mouri, 2015). The women’s protests were shut 
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down in 2005, and in 2006 and the pressure on women’s activism increased dramatically, 

and more than 70 women activists were arrested (Bayat, 2010a; N. Tohidi, 2009). Shirin 

Ebadi was a prime target. Her office was forcibly shut down by the government in 

December 2008, after her association assisted the UN in preparing a negative report on 

Iran’s human rights. The Center for the Defence of Human Rights was accused of 

circulating propaganda against the government, and she was fined since she had received 

Noble Peace prize money. The state-sponsored media began a series of attacks on her, 

claiming that she and her daughter converted from Islam to the Baha’i religion that is 

considered heretical to Islam. The Iranian authorities both threatened and arrested 

members of her family and staff (Amani & Anzia, 2009a; Lichter, 2009). 

 

Furthermore, under the Ahmadinejad administration, Traeh-e Eminiat-e Ejtemaee (the 

Social Safety Plan) was established by the government, and it started 21 April 2007. 

According to Commander Radan, Tehran’s police chief, the first component of this plan 

dealt with women only, those women who violated Islamic dress codes. Hence, women 

became its primary focus to curtail the presence of women (Hosseinzadeh, 2009). It was 

a new round of surveillance of women and youth. The plan was a fight against laxity in 

veiling and an “attempt to re-impose the rigid codes of dress and comportment” that had 

been practiced in the early years of the revolution (Mir-Hosseini, 2009a). The program 

was assigned to the moral police force to ensure that the Islamic dress code was observed. 

Police cars were stationed at each of Tehran’s main streets and outside major shopping 

centers (Harrison, 2007). Thousands of women received a warning from the morality 

police. They persecuted women on the street about their hair, makeup, scarves, and other 

clothing, sometimes arresting and humiliating them, so confrontations between moral 

police and women over dress codes and conduct were a daily occurrence (Khatam, 2010). 

After intensifying the dress crackdown, Ahmadinejad defended the plan “Our enemies 

want to lead some people of inappropriate appearance onto the streets and provoke a 

crackdown so that they can broadcast that the young people are dealt with harshly in Iran. 

Moreover, with this, they hope to bring despair and depression to our youth” (quoted in 

Naji, 2009, p.253).  
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Unlike, the Khatami administration, in which women activists enjoyed a relatively relaxed 

and politically vibrant atmosphere, women encountered hostile opposition in regard to 

pursuing their cause under the Ahmadinejad administration. The new administration 

sought to exclude and marginalize any women who did not fit into the government’s 

ideology. They viewed women’s activism as an attempt to undermine the traditional 

gender arrangements that were rooted in their families and communities. Therefore the 

government employed various ways to control women, ranging from surveillance and 

control over women’s comportment to regulating and changing their lives through the 

state’s institution.  

 

Thus, the feelings of exclusion and grievances engendered by such policies along with 

other events during the Ahmadinejad presidency resulted in women experiencing a broad 

and profound sense of grievances and problems. It was in turn translated into requests 

and demands that were directed at the government for the policies to be stopped or 

revised. However, the government did not overturn or change its policies. The failure to 

change the government policies resulted in a hardening of the women’s demands and 

requests. Later, capitalizing on these circumstances, the leaders of the Green Movements 

managed to mobilize ordinary women in Iran.  

 

The Convergence of the Women’s Movement 

In the 2009 presidential election, 475 candidates were registered to stand for election to 

the position of President, including 42 women. The Council of Guardian disqualified all of 

the women candidates from standing as candidates. In addition, only four of the 

candidates, all of whom were male, were qualified to run for office. Mousavi and Karroubi 

were two of the candidates from the reformist camps while Ahmadinejad was 

representing the hardliners. The last candidate was Rezaei, the former Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps (G. Esfandiari, 2009a; H. Esfandiari, 2010). There had never 

been a woman approved by the Council of Guardian to run for the presidency. However, 

for the first time, the Council of Guardian indicated that there was “no legal restraint” on 
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women running for presidential elections. A Council of Guardian spokesman said if “a 

woman's candidacy was rejected it was because she did not have the overall skills” (Alef, 

2009).  

 

On 12 June 2009, the presidential election provided a more favorable setting for 

mobilization of collective action since the security atmosphere was lowered, and the strict 

cultural control temporarily was loosened. It led to small spaces for the expression of the 

repressed discontent, and it was translated by frustrated Iranian people to such an extent 

that the mood of the people was such that they became more outspoke. The women 

activists, recalling their past experiences from the previous election in which they had 

stayed away from the poll, especially that of the Campaign for One Million Signatures, was 

such that they seized the opportunity to promote their agenda. Many women became 

mobilized from across the political spectrum from those who were religious to those who 

were secular to enter into formal politics, as elected and selected, and influence social 

policy (F. Sadeghi, 2012).  

 

In the beginning, there was a widespread hesitation among the women activists to 

participate in the election. Many Iranian women in exile had boycotted the election 

because they believed that participation in the election would legitimize the government 

(Dabashi, 2011, p.11). However, in the light of the pressures that had been on the women 

during Ahmadinejad's first term as well as the presence of two pro-reform candidates, the 

women activists decided to seize the opportunity and engage in the presidential election 

(Ardalan, 2009; Bongiorni, 2009). Therefore, the women activists entered the election 

campaign to take advantage of the space to present their issues, to strengthen and 

deepen the solidarity between women, and transcend the ideological differences that had 

divided women in the past (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009a). 

 

On 25 March 2009, a number of women activists, Simin Behbahani, Shirin Ebadi, Azam 

Taleqani, Elaheh Koolaee, Shahla Lahiji, Farzaneh Taheri and Shahla Ezazi, decided to seize 

the relatively free and more open political atmosphere to publicize women’s demands (H 

Moghissi, 2009; The Feminist School, 2009c). In April 2009, they formed a coalition called 
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“Hamgaraye-e Jonebesh-e Zanan (the Convergence of the Women’s Movement) to 

present their demands within the country (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009d, p. 91). Their effort 

united many women from a diverse range of groups including almost 40 women’s groups, 

such as the One Million Signatures Campaign and 600 individual activists from across a 

broad spectrum, religious, and secular who were unhappy with the government’s policies 

before the election (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009c). The members of the Women’s 

Convergence had different attitudes in terms of whether or not to participate in the 

election or to vote for a specific candidate. However, there seemed to be a unique 

consensus in support of putting women’s rights Issues at the center of the electoral 

campaign. So they issued particular and concrete demands and made it a primary 

objective for women’s participation in the presidential election (Shojaee, 2009a). As 

Bahreh Hedayat said, they learned from the previous election that they should state their 

demands in a way that can be measured (G. Esfandiari, 2009d). They made two major 

demands of the presidential candidates, namely, “joining the United Nations Convention 

on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women” (CEDAW), and 

eliminating “the discriminatory laws against women specifically through the amendment 

of Articles 19, 20, 21 and 115 of the Iranian Constitution” with respect to the embodiment 

of the principle of unconditional gender equality” (The Feminist School, 2009a). As 

Marzieh Mortazi explains "it makes the candidates committed and brings their attention 

to women's demands, and at the same time it increases the demands in the society and 

in a way it helps the [democratization process]” (G. Esfandiari, 2009d).  

 

Instead of throwing its support behind any of the candidates or encouraging women to 

participate in or reject the election, the Women’s Convergence presented their demands 

to all four candidates and required a response from each to assess which candidate would 

be committed to women’s needs. They asked for their individual responses to the 

following questions: first, what was the candidates’ position to the signing of CEDAW, and 

second if they were willing to amend the discriminatory laws against women in the 

constitution. It was the first time that women activists used the pre-election period for 

advocacy and for raising awareness, as well as to oblige presidential candidates publicly 

to declare their position on gender equality in Iran (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009, p.171; 

Ehsani, Keshavarzian, & Moruzzi, 2009). Hence, the coalition found a common cause and 
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acted as an important political force in the elections. They entered to the presidential 

election with “a clear vision of what is possible to achieve and what is not, and they are 

determined not let go of what is possible because of what is not” (H Moghissi, 2009).  

 

A relatively free press during the presidential election helped the women activists of the 

Women’s Convergence utilize the new communication technology to network and 

mobilize the activists. This political atmosphere allowed the women activists to expand 

their consciousness-raising activities, reaching out to the broadest section of the 

population. They disseminated news and information about their campaign and wrote 

articles on their respective websites to ensure that the general public heard their 

demands. The women activists of the Women’s Convergence also distributed and carried 

placards and brochures expressing “We Vote for Women’s Demand”  outlining why they 

entered the presidential election (H Moghissi, 2009; The Feminist School, 2009b). 

Moreover, the Women’s Convergence used the large gathering of reformists on this 

occasion. They outlined their basic electoral demands, held face-to-face talks and handed 

out the prepared brochures among the participants, a tactic that had been used by the 

women activists in the One Million Signatures Campaign. The Women’s Convergence also 

held many workshops in different cities to introduce CEDAW to increase public awareness 

among people and familiarize them with the discriminatory nature of the laws in Iran (The 

Feminist School, 2009c).  

 

Meanwhile, Rakhshan Bani-Etemad, a prominent filmmaker and the supporter of the One 

Million Signatures Campaign, made a film, We Are Half of Iran’s Population, which was 

distributed widely before the election. The movie brought to the surface the various legal, 

political, and social issues and the women’s demands after the 1979 Iranian Revolution 

(Naficy, 2012c, p. 46). The film included interviews with diverse groups of women from all 

social strata and economic sectors on women’s issues. The film documented the voices 

and demands of these females and the replies of the presidential candidates while they 

were sitting along with their wives in a screening room watching the film in progress. The 

subjects tackled include everything from violence to polygamy, divorce, and custody. The 

movie showed discussions among Iranian women’s rights activists who openly articulated 
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their demands and explained their grievances, and asked the questions of the candidates 

about their positions on these issues. For example, one group of women required joining 

UN’s CEAFDW and changing the discriminatory laws against women. Some spoke of 

censorship within the women’s press. Zhial Baniyaghob said that journalists were not 

allowed to use the phrase “women’s movement.” Also, Shahla Sherkat pointed out the 

Iranian government had blocked the word “woman” so you could not research the phrase 

women’s diseases on the Internet. Ahmadinejad was the only candidate who declined to 

participate in Bani-Etemad’s documentary. Later on, some activists who were seen in the 

film were arrested in the post-election protests (Rakhshan Bani-Etemad, 2009; Shahrokni, 

2009; N. Tohidi, 2009). 

 

The effort of the Women’s Convergence not only brought women’s issues to the forefront 

of election discourse but also pushed the reformist candidates to acquiesce to the 

women’s demands. Two candidates, Mousavi and Karroubi, displayed their recognition of 

women’s power to influence politics in Iran. For the first time since the revolution in 1979, 

the issue of women’s rights became a major issue, and reformists candidates moved 

beyond meaningless slogans to answer the particular and concrete demands (Tahmasebi, 

2009). The reformist candidates promised to address the claims expressed by the 

Women’s Convergence, both the ratification of CEDAW and amending the discriminatory 

laws against women in the constitution. Also, they pledged to delineate programs in their 

platforms that addressed the women’s issues (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009d). Even Mohsen 

Rezaei, who received the endorsement of conservative and orthodox Islamic groups, 

could not afford to overlook women’s issues. Rezaei promised to address the Women’s 

Convergence’s demands, and his wife accompanied him to several campaign stops 

(Akbari, 2009).  

 

Nevertheless, the Women’s Convergence approved both Mousavi and Karroubi as 

acceptable candidates, and even though they stated that Mousavi’s campaign plan was 

better for women, many women invested their hopes in Mousavi. Hence, many of the 

women in the Convergence were involved in either Mousavi’s or Karroubi’s campaign to 
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propagate the demand of the Women’s Convergence face-to-face without fear, though 

individually, not as representatives of the Women’s Convergence. For example, Bahreh 

Hedayat and Nahid Tavsoli, both well-known women’s rights activists and student activists 

joined Karroubi’s campaign. And, Elaheh Koolaee, former MP in the Sixth Majles, and 

Zahra Shojaei, the former advisor on women’s affairs, played an essential role on the 

campaign trail (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009d; N. Tohidi, 2009). 

 

Thus, the women activists decided to abandon political posturing and sought to organize 

and cooperate with whoever was willing to defend their gendered demands. Along with 

the collaboration that took place among the women and the groups, their gendered-

claims become collective. In terms of the women’s activism, the gender-specific issues 

became their chief political agenda in the presidential election and on that basis, the 

Iranian women were mobilized, and they moved into action in the presidential campaign 

across the country.   

 

Presidential Campaign Trail 

Women activists pushed Mousavi to define his leadership on women’s issues more 

explicitly. Mousavi’s interaction with the women’s coalition had made him realize that he 

needed to incorporate women‘s issues more fully into his campaign platform. Mousavi’s 

campaign published pamphlets and dedicated one of them to women’s issues, entitled 

“Women and the Government of Mousavi.” This statement detailed the policy initiatives 

he intended to adopt as President. He promised to reappraise the laws that discriminated 

against women (Holliday, 2011). Likewise, on the campaign trail, Mousavi promised to 

propose a bill to amend the "discriminatory and unjust regulations" against women (BBC, 

2009a). Additionally, he pledged to take other measures for women’s rights and equality, 

including appointing women in a leadership position and eradicating polygamy. In an 

attempt to emphasize gender equality, Mousavi’s campaign distributed the picture of 

Mousavi, alongside his wife, with captions, such as Mousavi, Rahnavard, Tasavi-ye Zano 

Mard or “Mousavi, Rahnavard, Equality Between Men and Women” (Pourmokhtari, 2014; 

F. Sadeghi, 2012, p.124). Mousavi realized that women had to resist some revolutionary 

groups that were determined to exclude women at this pivotal moment. Hence, some 
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days before the elections, Mousavi’s campaign published “Five Goals and Forty-five 

Strategies for Solving Women’s Problems,” a platform stating social and political equality 

for women. This publication is regarded as one of the most significant documents after 

the revolution in 1979 since it called for economic, legal and socio-political reforms (F. 

Sadeghi, 2012).  

 

During the televised debates, Mousavi said that it was his sense of danger for the fate of 

the country that forcing him to declare his candidacy (Jahanpour, 2009). Mousavi targeted 

the morality police and attacked the strictures that had been imposed on people’s 

everyday lives. He questioned Ahmadinejad's practice of massive surveillance that had led 

to a warning or prison for many women and suppressed women activists. Mousavi 

pledged to stop the Moral Police Patrol, which enforced Islamic dress codes and said: 

“Social controls are the domain of people, not the government” (Ehsani et al., 2009; 

Erdbrink, 2009a). Also, at a rally in Tehran on 30 May 2009, he declared that “we should 

reform laws that are unfair to women” (BBC, 2009a). However, there were still some 

Iranian counterpropaganda techniques, such as questioning the faith and morals of 

reformers. Iranian state media condemned female Mousavi supporters as improperly 

dressed. They were deliberately called impious and secular by state-run media and tried 

to accuse Mousavi of attempting to Westernize Iran (Ziabari, 2010, p. 81).  

 

In Mousavi’s campaign, Rahnavard played a decisive role in representing the grievances 

of women in the pre-election campaign and brought out women in significant numbers 

(Arjomand, 2009, p.166). Rahnavard’s presence in Mousavi’s campaign spread the 

message to the public about “Mousavi’s real and imagined proximity to the issue of 

women’s rights in Iran” (S. Sadeghi, 2009b). Rahnavard was the Vice Chancellor of Al-

Zahra University in Tehran and left her post amid a purge of reformist academics following 

Ahmadinejad’s election win in 2005 (Tait, 2009b). She became the first women in the 

history of the Islamic Republic of Iran to participate actively in her husband’s political 

campaign. Rahnavard’s presence showed that she accompanied her husband on the 

campaign trail, and sometimes she was holding his hand. She was featured in a 
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photograph with her husband on his promotional posters which was considered an 

extraordinary event that “a woman appeared as an equal partner and intellectual match 

for her man” in Iran’s male-dominated politics (Mir-Hosseini, 2009a). In other words, this 

was unprecedented in the history of the Islamic Republic of Iran where candidates’ wives 

tended to stay out of the public eye and were completely unknown to the public (Afshar, 

2012, p.185). Rahnavard wore her black chador loosely and a colorful handmade 

scarf beneath her loose black chador (BBC, 2009d) which was deemed scandalous by the 

conservatives. She chose the color of green, which young women had used as a sign of 

support for Khatami so that for Mousavi’s campaign, it later became the symbolic color of 

the protest against the Iranian government (Dabashi, 2011, p.58). Choosing the green as 

the symbol of the campaign drew criticism from the Ahmadinejad's supporters, and they 

accused Mousavi's advocates of following in the footsteps of those who staged the Colour 

Revolutions in the Former Soviet Republics (Press TV, 2009b).  

 

Rahnavard was not just a campaign wife or a passive actor. She was a very well-known 

and respected public figure in her own right. When the media compared her role with 

Michelle Obama, she responded that “ I am not Michelle Obama. I am Zahra Rahnavard, 

the follower of Fatimah Zahra (daughter of the prophet Mohammed), but I respect all 

women who are active” (Addley, 2009; S. Sadeghi, 2009). Rahnavard was a Muslim 

feminist, articulating women’s demands in the language of Islam. She had criticized the 

government for failing to satisfy women’s demand and claims. Rahnavard believed that 

the “Islamic Republic was not fulfilling its religious, constitutional and international duties 

in protecting women’s rights” (Bashi, 2009). Hence, her presence in the campaign was not 

just as a physical presence, it was as “a powerful speaker and writer,” even more since 

she was a more charismatic speaker than her husband (Kadivar, 2012, p.129). Mousavi did 

not have charisma, but Rahnavard made up for his lack of it and made the campaign more 

efficient (Aroon, 2009). As Rober Dreyfuss reported Mousavi’s campaign was critically 

helped by “[Mousavi’s] not so secret weapon: his wife” (Dreyfuss, 2009). In almost every 

campaign meeting, Rahnavard spoke before her husband. Her open support for women’s 

rights changed the tone of the campaign.  

 



192 
 

As Rahnavard said at a rally in Tehran, "never have women had so much self-awareness. 

Women have always been just under the skin of history. Today, we assert ourselves” 

(Daragahi, 2009). In the preview of Bani-Etemad’s documentary, Rahnavard condemned 

the discriminatory laws against women and said that the biggest problem was the legal 

system, and 90 percent of the legal decisions were against women, and the women’s civil 

law was paternalistic (Rakhshan Bani-Etemad, 2009). Rahnavard released a public 

statement declaring that Mousavi’s cabinet would make Iran a signatory of CEDAW and 

will work hard to improve women’s rights (Rahnavard, 2009). Also, during the election 

campaign in the Tabriz University, Rahnavard said that Mousavi’s government would fight 

for equal rights for women if elected. She attacked the Social Morality Plan while 

campaigning on behalf of her husband and called for greater social freedom. Rahnavard 

stated that “women must feel both secure and liberated. In other words, they must be 

allowed freely to choose their career, work environment, and clothing [in compliance with 

Islamic dress code]” (Press TV, 2009c).  

 

In a rally in Tehran on 30 May 2009, she also said: “women should be able to choose their 

professions according to their merits, and Iranian women should be able to reach the 

highest level of decision-making bodies” (BBC, 2009a). Likewise, she criticized the Council 

of Guardians for disqualifying women to run for the presidency. Rahnavard told CNN's 

Christiane Amanpour during a television interview “ 34 million women require to be 

eligible to run for president," (Amanpour & Rahnavard, 2009). Additionally, Rahnavard 

denounced the government for not including women in the government as cabinet 

ministers. She emphasized the presence of women in the ministry, calling it the lowest 

demand of Iranian women in a public gathering in Shiraz on 12 June 2009 (Payvand, 2009). 

Rahnavard also appeared in an interesting video that was shown on state TV, which 

inspired women, in particular, young women voters. In conversation with the renowned 

actress, Fatemeh Motamed-Arya, she backed equal rights for women and pointed out “a 

woman does not even own her body: If you go to the hospital for an operation, you need 

the permission of a man (Mir-Hosseini, 2009a).  
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The popularity of Rahnavard rattled the attention of the hardliners, leading to extremist 

attacks on her more than Mousavi. To discredit her, they targeted Rahnavard. A 

conservative magazine released information about her academic degree and then 

Ahmadinejad used a televised presidential debate between the candidates to raise 

questions about her academic credentials. Ahmadinejad accused Zahra Rahnavard of 

studying at universities while she was a government employee and she received two 

masters degrees and was able to obtain her doctorate without an entrance exam (Press 

TV, 2009a). Rahnavard retaliated by holding a press conference in which she defended 

herself in the face of accusations. Rahnavard accused Ahmadinejad of lying about her 

academic record. She threatened to sue him for defaming her unless he apologized 

(Addley, 2009; Guardian, 2009). She then added that “those who raised an accusation 

against the legitimacy of my academic credentials are trying to impede the progress of 

Iranian women” (Kalantari & Evans, 2009). The attack was code for a larger attempt to 

deny women a public role. However, she became highly visible after Ahmadinejad’s attack 

and also her outspoken criticism strengthened her credibility among female voters. At the 

campaign rally in Tehran Rahnavard denounced the “dictatorship” and “fanaticism” of 

Ahmadinejad (Fletcher, 2009).  

 

The other reformist candidate was Karroubi, the clergy candidate, who was the first 

candidate to address women’s issues and he articulated his views on women on several 

occasions. As Karbaschi, the head of Karroubi’s campaign stated, it was women’s power 

which put women’s issues on the top of the campaign agenda. He added even though 

women had been allowed to have a voice in the candidates’ campaign in the past, in the 

2009 presidential election there was a significant “shift in the quality of their demands. 

They know what they want, and they lobby for it” (quoted in Akbari, 2009). Karroubi’s 

campaign adopted the slogan “Change for Iran,” hoping to bring about change in Iran’s 

executive branch (Sayyah, 2009). In his fifth statement relate to women’s rights, Karroubi 

said that calling for change was not possible without “the restoration of the greatness and 

rightful status of women” and the “restitution of violated women’s rights” (Press TV, 

2009e). Hence, in his statement entitled “Revival and expansion of the Rights of Iran’s 

Citizens,” he pledged to submit bills to parliament intent on reforming the laws relating 
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to women (Karroubi, 2009). Karroubi states that “it is important to revise those articles in 

the Constitution which can be interpreted as being in contradiction of women’s rights.” 

He also emphasized the need to implement the provisions of the Constitution to support 

women’s rights and to try to sign CEDAW (quoted in Kadivar, 2012, p.130). Furthermore, 

Karroubi stressed the need for women’s access to education, the reversal of limiting 

educational policies relating to women that had been adopted during the presidency of 

Ahmadinejad to restrict the number of women entering higher education (Tahmasebi, 

2009).  

 

In Karroubi’s campaign, issues, such as polygamy and mandatory veiling were broached. 

For instance, in Karroubi’s campaign film, which was broadcasted on state-TV, Jamileh 

Kadivar questioned Karroubi about the issues of mandatory veiling and polygamy. He said 

that he did not believe in exerting pressure and exercising violence to ensure veiling. He 

also stated that polygamy had destroyed so many lives. Hence, he condemned the 

Morality Police and promised to eliminate the Moral Police Patrols (B. Afkhami, 2009; Asr 

Iran, 2009). In return, state-run media began writing reports that Karroubi’s supporters 

had staged a dancing carnival to welcome their candidate, which is considered a cause for 

shame in Islamic society, to damage Karroubi’s reputation (Ziabari, 2010). Karroubi also 

emphasized the need to ensure women’s political participation in decision-making 

positions, including as members of the cabinet, as ministers, as deputies and presidential 

advisers (Press TV, 2009e; Tahmasebi, 2009). Karroubi also said, “I believe the presence 

of women in society has to be strengthened, and we must not use women as foot soldiers 

in the socio-political arena and as a ladder to reach positions of power” (quoted in Kadivar, 

2012). Following up Karroubi stated that he would consider “the presence of women in 

(my) cabinet, as ministers, deputies and presidential advisers as a necessity" (Press TV, 

2009e), announcing that he would appoint Jamileh Kadivar, a female essayist, and well-

known reformist political activist, as a cabinet minister in his government (Press TV, 

2009d). Shadi Sadr exclaimed that Karroubi’s statement was a step that showed “our 

grassroots efforts have yielded results” (Siamdoust, 2009).  
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Moreover, Karroubi supported women activists for defending their rights, and he 

expressed support for the One Million Signatures Campaign further stating it was 

necessary for the women “to hold lawful and peaceful gatherings to present their points 

of view” (Press TV, 2009e). Karroubi’s campaign was a women-friendly campaign much 

more so than the one he ran in 2005 during the previous elections (N. Tohidi, 2009). 

Karroubi also set up the post of “Independent Women’s Affair,” and Jamileh Kadivar 

became responsible for including women’s rights and gender equality issues. She was a 

reformist member of the Sixth Majles in which along with other women deputies she 

pursued women’s issues, such as, bringing Mjales to pass the bill on Iran joining the United 

Nations Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (Mir-

Hosseini, 2005). She criticized the continuing discrimination against women and said: “we 

are dealing with both legal and intuitional decimation” (Siamdoust, 2009). She even went 

further to publicly question the practice of mandatory veiling (Kadivar, 2012).  

 

After Mousavi was accompanied on the campaign trail by his wife, other candidates 

followed. Fatemeh Karroubi, the wife of Karroubi, started to show her support for her 

husband’s campaign. She was the leader and organizer of Karroubi’s campaign 

headquarters in Tehran, and she played a crucial role in making the campaign effective. 

She was the manager of Irandokhat (Daughter of Iran), a publication owned by her 

husband (Shahidi, 2007). Fatemeh Karroubi declared that her husband was the best 

candidate for supporting women’s issues. She was critical of discrimination against 

women and fought for female representation in government. She criticized the Council of 

Guardian for banning women from running the presidency referring to the 42 women 

who they had disqualified. Fatemeh Karroubi asked in a rally, “I would like to know why 

the Council [the Council of Guardian] did not qualify a single woman candidate in these 

elections” (Galliot, 2009). Fatemeh Karroubi also criticized the government for the 

exclusion of women from positions of power. As she said to Mehdi Karroubi during one of 

his first campaign meetings: “Iranian women are tired of hearing slogans, and they ask the 

next president to deliver executive positions to women” (Alinejad, 2009).  
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Unlike the other candidates, Ahmadinejad was the only candidate who canceled his 

meeting with the Women’s Convergence, and he even did not respond to the questions 

and concerns about women’s issues (Govaraee, 2009; The Feminist School, 2009c). While 

other candidates outlined the programs in their platforms that addressed women‘s issues, 

Ahmadinejad’s campaign was, at the very least, silent if not openly hostile to women’s 

issues, in a society where traditional gender values have been increasingly under question, 

and gender inequality has been challenged. Ahmadinejad firmly appreciated the 

traditional roles of women in the home, as housewives and mothers. His advisor, Zohreh 

Tabibzadeh, appeared at two press conferences and justified discrimination against 

women. She explained that there is a biological difference between men and women, 

hence granting equal rights is not justice. Therefore, we do not believe in the complete 

equality of men and females (Etemaad Newspaper, 2009). She also attacked the One 

Million Signatures Campaign and used the label “the Million Signatures Campaign for the 

Defense of Shirin Ebadi” for the campaign. She described Shirin Ebadi as a woman who 

worked with foreign governments and groups to undermine the country of Iran. 

Tabibzadeh then reported that those who want to change the laws on women should vote 

for a reformist candidate. In fact, Tabibzadeh’s stance was reflective of the policies that 

had been adopted during the Ahmadinejad administration which had worked to exclude 

women from the public space, had pushed women back into the private sphere, and had 

promoted them as mothers and wives (Etemaad Newspaper, 2009; Hosseinzadeh, 2009). 

 

The Women’s Convergence had a profound impact on the Mousavi’s and Karroubi’s 

campaigns. They raised women’s awareness and took their issues to the general public. 

They contributed to encouraging and empowering women to publicly organize their 

political demands. All of these efforts contributed to the visible changes in gender politics. 

Although the Women’s Convergence did not support any particular candidates under its 

own banner, the presence of the women activists in the reformist campaigns showed the 

women’s activism tried to mobilize women into the reformist campaign.  

 

Thus, Mousavi and Karroubi could not afford to overlook women’s demands. Hence, 

women’s rights were emphasized as the related to the depth of the injustice that existed 
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under the existing laws and the new regulations became part of their frame to mobilize 

their supporters, to garner bystander support, and to demobilize those who sought 

alternatives to the political process and the state. They promised to address the women’s 

demands that were raised by the Women’s Convergence, such as removing discrimination 

against women in the Constitution and supporting the CEDAW ratification, and including 

women ministers in their cabinets. Their campaigns sent a message to the women who 

were frustrated by Ahmadinejad’s administration that their vote would count this time if 

they won the election. This outlook galvanized many Iranians women across the political 

spectrum, secular, religious, and nationalist alike. 

   

The Presence of Women in the Street 

The 2009 election was one of the most crucial in the Islamic Republic’s 30 years of 

experience. The government facilitated the contention by opening opportunities for 

people. In a first for Iran, the candidates paired off in heated and live televised debates 

that drew a huge audience, 40 to 50 million viewers (Addis, 2009). These televised debates 

also helped the reformist’s presidential candidates to broadcast their messages to the 

public. The reformist candidates sought to convince people that they could achieve 

change through the ballot box. However, some women activists were skeptical about the 

feminine tone of two of the reformist campaigns. These women activists claimed that 

these would end as soon as the election was over (Alinejad, 2009). Nonetheless, fearing 

that the second term for Ahmadinejad would lead to an even greater violation of their 

rights galvanized the women activists into action. The reformist’s candidates hence gained 

the support of women activists, many of whom had refused to participate in the previous 

election in 2005 (Addis, 2009, p.109; Tamadonfar, 2015).  

 

Encouraged by reformist campaigns, many ordinary women joined them. As Mehrangiz 

Kar stated, there was much more freshness in the presidential campaign that we ever 

expected. She said that “one cannot remain silent about what is going on, even if we are 

hopeless and negative” (Kar, 2009). The reformist's candidates’ promises for gender 

equality energized many ordinary women and motivated many Iranian women to be 

involved in the election. They felt emboldened to express their anger and frustration they 
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would not ordinarily dare to make out loud (Doucet, 2009). These women had numerous 

reasons for becoming involved; “they had not only to show their hatred of Ahmadinejad’s 

misogynist policies and his government’s social restrictions on women’s appearance in 

the public sphere but also to seek social, economic, political and legal reforms” (Mouri, 

2009).  

 

In the weeks leading up to the presidential election, a sense of freedom and euphoria 

dominated politics, and the everyday life of people was emboldened by the spirit of 

optimistic politics (Kazemi, 2013). It broke constraints and generated considerable 

excitement with massive rallies and demonstrations. Thousands of Iranian people, youth, 

particularly young women, filled the streets of Iran’s major cities without the fear of police 

intervention (Worth & Fathi, 2009b). The political action became an expression of a 

moment of freedom from all constraints, dangers, and repression and a moment of 

sublime expression. Many carried the banners of Mousavi and Rahnavrad, wore green 

headbands and wristbands, Mousavi’s campaign color (Bayat, 2010b; Worth, 2009). 

During the campaign period, mass rallies occurred in Tehran and in other big cities in 

which women had a significant presence. For example, the supporters of Mousavi formed 

a twelve-mile-long human chain that spanned the entirety of Vali Asr Avenue, Tehran’s 

longest street. They wore strips of green cloth around their wrists and heads in order to 

express that they were united around a cause. The number of participants was so large 

that it constitutes a rare event in the political history of the Islamic Republic of Iran 

(Erdbrink, 2009b).  

 

In addition, women made the street and the public space a place of their own by their 

political activity. They interrupted the established order of the public space in which only 

particular ways of using the public space passively were dictated. For instance, some of 

the women activists from the Women’s Field, a group of women organizing a campaign 

against gender inequality, seized the opportunity to publicize their ideas about women’s 

voluntary choice of veiling. It was in defiance of the mandatory veiling mandate. For 

example, during campaign gatherings of the reformist candidates, they chanted such 
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slogans as “Neither Cover up Nor Feel the Stick.” The slogan opposed the other slogan, 

“Cover up or Feel the Stick” that had been shouted by groups of Islamists in the first years 

of the 1979 revolution (Women’s Field, 2009). Also, some women who supported 

Karroubi were marching and chanting “Veiling Should Be a Choice” or “Death to the 

Taliban- whether in Kabul or Tehran”; young women danced openly in the streets in parts 

of Tehran forbidden behavior in Iran (Yagoubali, 2011).  

 

What is evident is that the street became the area of the campaign, in which women used 

performance that advertised their demands. Women had debates in which they overtly 

criticized the Ahmadinejad policies and demanded their rights. They also developed and 

created an informal network among themselves so that they became known to each 

other. In other words, women used the street as the space for assembly and as a locus for 

public political expression. This active and participative use of the street challenged the 

authority of the government and intensified the political atmosphere of the 2009 election 

that would lead people, particularly women, to come into the street after the election.  

 

Women’s Role in the Post-Election Protest   

On 12 June 2009, the Iranian people went to the polls. More than 39 million people (nearly 

85 percent of the eligible voters) participated in the election, the second highest turnout 

in Iran political history, which can be explained as a protest vote, voters were expressing 

their discontent with the system (Ehsani et al., 2009; Jahanpour, 2009; Worth & Fathi, 

2009c). Many people expected that the presidential election would produce an Iranian 

president with a positive outlook. They were enthusiastic and hopeful that even those 

people, who had boycotted the previous presidential election, had participated in this 

election for the reformist campaign, especially for Mousavi. However, the shocking result 

of the elections dashed people’s hopes for peaceful change and inspired a profound moral 

outrage that in turn fed into a protest which was the largest popular protest since the 

1979 Islamic Revolution (Bayat, 2009; Dabashi, 2011b). Contention broke out shortly after 

the announcement of Ahmadinejad’s victory, Mousavi and Karroubi, opposition 

candidates, refused to accept the results. They issued statements addressing the people 
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and requested the Council of Guardian to declare the election null and void (Worth & 

Fathi, 2009a).  

 

The government forbade the reformist supporters from questioning the election results 

and outlawed any public gathering. They warned that "any disrupter of public security 

would be dealt with according to the law" (Leyne, 2009b). Despite the warning, reformist 

supporters protested on the election night in Tehran, demanding their voice be heard. 

Indeed, it was a woman, Effat Marashi, the wife of former Iranian president Rafsanjani, 

who called for street protests (Worth & Fathi, 2009c). On Election Day, after casting her 

vote, a journalist asked her what should be done if the election proved to be a fraud. She 

promoted the idea that people ought to pour into the streets (G. Esfandiari, 2009c; Ganji, 

2013). Notwithstanding that Iran's security police arrested some of the reformist leaders, 

including many women political activists and journalists. For three consecutive days, many 

Iranian people demonstrated peacefully in the streets in silence (G. Esfandiari, 2009c; N. 

Tohidi, 2010a).  

 

On June 14, the opposition leaders applied for official permission to stage a peaceful 

public protest in Tehran. In the meantime, activists uploaded news and images onto social 

networking sites or sent them directly to foreign press as their most prominent 

communication tactic. However, the relevant government officials refused to permit the 

opponent. The government warned that they would take action against any unauthorized 

rally and would put down any unrest (Leyne, 2009a). In response, the reformist’s leaders 

refused to call off the protest that had been planned for the next day. Mousavi declared 

that “the ultimate goal of the election fraud is not just to impose an administration that 

people do not want; it imposes a new political life on the country” (quoted in Koolaee, 

2010, p.16).  

 

On 15 June 2009, a political earthquake occurred in Tehran that shook up the political 

system in Iran. Supporters of the reformist’s candidates from all walks took to the street, 

calling for the annulment of the election results. In addition to the reformist’s supporters, 
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the rally attracted those who had not voted at all. The protesters were composed of a 

diversity of groups and individuals with different ideological views; however, everyone 

was fed up with the existing government. Many women and men wearing green 

headbands and scarves came to the street demanding their votes be counted. The 

protesters carried signs with the slogan “Where is My Vote” but mainly stayed silent to 

emphasize the peaceful theme of the rally. The protesting crowd in the streets demanded 

their voices be heard (Leyne, 2009b). Three years after the Iranian women had held an 

unauthorized protest in 2006, demanding equal rights, Iran witnessed another protest 

action unseen since 1979 (Bayat, 2009; Ehsani et al., 2009; HalLiday, 2009). Hence, the 

participants in Iran’s protest movement against the government used mass 

demonstrations as visible, effective performances by which they made collective claims 

on the government to declare the election null and void. 

 

While the exact number of the protesters would be impossible to find, most of those who 

were presented were likely women and youth (Applebaum, 2009; Koolaee, 2010; S. 

Raghavan, 2009). It was women who started a street protest in 2005 during the last 

presidential election and women were an essential component of the 2009 rally. Shirin 

Ebadi stated that “the root of the current unrest is the people's dissatisfaction and 

frustration at their plight going back before the election because women are the most 

dissatisfied people in society, that is why their presence is more prominent” (Associated 

Press, 2009). Also, foreign media reported women’s conspicuous presence at the protest, 

often jostling with the security forces in 2009 (Applebaum, 2009; G. Esfandiari, 2009c; P. 

Martin, 2009; Navai, 2009; S. Raghavan, 2009).  

 

Despite the exclusive focus of the foreign media on the westernized and middle-class 

women, women from a variety of political and socio-economic class participated in the 

demonstration. There were also supporters who were secular and religious women 

(Mahdi & Davachi, 2011; Tahmasebi-Birgani, 2010). The street of Iran saw this exact 

diversity of protesters: some women were covered in a full chador, and some were 

dressed in fashionable Western-style clothes. Among these demonstrators were those of 

the young female generations hoping to create positive change (Ahmadi Khorasani, 
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2009e; N. Tohidi, 2009). The demonstration was trans-ideological and beyond the duality 

of secularism and Islamism. As Dabshi explains, it prioritized “democracy, plurality, and a 

vibrant public sphere over Islamism or Secularism” (Dabashi, 2011, p.11). Women shouted 

slogans and held their placards; some women had their faces covered to conceal their 

identity, they were calling for their claims to be heard, they were asking for social justice 

and for improvements to improve the situation of women (Direnberger, 2011; Nafisi, 

2009).  

 

The presence of women at the demonstration carried a historical resonance for the 

Iranian government. Women had participated in protests against the Shah during the 

revolution of 1979. At that time even though Iranian women and men were separated, 

women followed men in their struggle. However, in the 2009 public demonstrations, 

women participated alongside men and broke down the sexual segregation of the public 

space, sometimes holding hands and chanting against the government. They participated 

in the protest with specific demands based on gender issues (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2010; 

Ebadi, 2010a, 2010b; Theodoulou, 2009). In the 2009 protest, women participated 

actively by assuming the informal leadership, and their leadership mobilized people and 

brought new energy and creativity. Rahnavard and Fatemeh Karroubi became outsiders 

and thus a threat to the system. They became blunt in their condemnation of the 

government in the face of the human rights abuses. Fatemeh Karroubi was less visible 

than Rahnavard. The magazine Foreign Policy had described her as the "brains behind 

Iran's Green Revolution and the campaign of her husband, opposition leader Mir Hussein 

Mousavi” (Foreign Policy, 2009).  

 

Fatemeh Karroubi also campaigned along with her husband, refusing to be silent. She 

played a leading role, ranking with Mousavi and Karroubi as “the leaders of the 

opposition.” She criticized the government for not realizing its religious and constitutional 

duties by protecting women’s rights (Bashi, 2009). Rahnavard appeared at the protest and 

urged people to continue their resistance, and she said that we would stand until the end. 

She made the call for people to chant “Allah Akbar," a rallying cry of the Revolution in 
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1979. It was not a rejection of the secular political norms, it was a complaint against fraud, 

the government had to be reclaimed by the opposition to signal that God is now on the 

side of the opposition and that the action of the government violates the idea of Islam 

(Addley, 2009; Mir-Hosseini, 2012; Theodoulou, 2009). Chiefly, the demonstration after 

the presidential election had a sort of “feminine tone” because of the presence of many 

young people, especially young women, with a commitment to change things (N. Tohidi, 

2009).   

  

After the June 15 protest, the government demanded reformists end the street 

demonstrations, warning “Those who engage in propaganda and invite the people to 

rebellion are warned and must immediately act to remove such content” (Roozonline, 

2009a). They threatened that the further public protest would lead to “bloodshed, 

violence, and chaos” (Arjomand, 2009, p.170). However, the reformists’ candidates 

disobeyed and did not retract their demand; such a move had been unheard of since the 

revolution. They claimed that the official results of the election were indeed fraudulent 

and declared it would be a “Political Coup and End of Republicanism” (Arjomand, 2009, 

p.169). The reformists did not abandon their protest action that was planned for June 20, 

and even though Mousavi did not make any statement, Rahnavard said on her Facebook 

site that the rally would go ahead (BBC, 2009b). Despite the warning, on June 20 many 

people gathered in Tehran street. The issue quickly escalated from alleged voter fraud to 

condemnation of the regime (Wright, 2010). In turn, the slogan “Where is my vote?” 

morphed into slogans such as: “Death to the Dictator” (Worth & Fathi, 2009c), implying 

the hopelessness of the protesters facing an unresponsive government.  

 

The June 20 protest was met with extreme violence, people were beaten and even shot 

by security. They called the protesters agents of foreign powers and imperialism and 

insulted them with filthy sexist slurs (Kamrava, 2010, p.411). However, the majority of 

ordinary people, especially women insisted on non-violent resistance, and they protected 

both the security forces and the regular people from being killed or beaten. They had in 

return been brutally beaten, injured and even killed by the riot police (Bashi, 2009). In a 
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region that admires men who die in battle, some of the major symbols to emerge from 

the Iranian demonstrations were women (S. Raghavan, 2009). Neda’s image, an Iranian 

woman whose on-camera death in Tehran Street demanding the annulment of the June 

12 presidential election brought the role of women in this post-election crisis to light. The 

video of her death was compelling, showing that thousands of women actively 

participated in the Green Movement representing the non-violent politics of protest 

against the repressive government (Naficy, 2012, p.353).  

 

As Rahnavard said, the Green Movement is a reform movement. “What it wants is reform. 

It comes from civil society and peaceful means. I repeat, peaceful, even if the other party 

has no shortage of weapons, and uses violence” (Rahnavard, 2010b). The government 

intensified its nationwide campaign that involved the arrests of their opponents. They 

arrested at least 457 protesters in Tehran alone on June 20. In addition to capturing those 

participating in the protest, the hardliners detained many women activists, Faezeh 

Hashemi, and Zhial Baniyaghob were among them (BBC, 2009c). The enormity of the 

government’s violent response was largely successful in stopping the momentum of the 

uprising, and the days following June 20 were mostly quiet. 

 

Mainly, many Iranian women from different backgrounds participated in these 

demonstrations. They challenged the traditional reading of gender by transgressing the 

limits of the normative gendered roles. They took part in the struggle against the 

government and were determined to uphold the norms requiring gender segregation. 

Indeed, one of the most striking aspects about these mobilizations was that there were 

no formal leaders nor a single group line dominating the agenda. There was not a 

centralized apparatus orchestrating these mobilizations. Through creative self-

organization, they improvised new ways to articulate their protest with a unique mixture 

of spontaneity and discipline. It was like an ominous march of thousands in complete 

silence (Zizek, 2009). The dynamics were produced not by imposing the particular 

program of a political party or organization, but by a collective intensification of bodies 
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and desires, such as the existence of religious and non-religious symbols in the 

demonstrations (Robbins, 2011).  

 

After the rally on June 20, the government employed surveillance, control, and repression 

against the oppositional activists. They gave military forces full control of Tehran for two 

months from June to August, while many security agents were stationed in the strategic 

street and squares (Bayat, 2010b, p.118). Following the demonstration, the police 

arrested more than 450 people who had been involved in political activities (Roozonline, 

2009b). The protesters faced a real problem of getting their message through. The 

communication channels, from cell phones to the Internet that had played an enormous 

role in spreading information, organizing and launching protests were cut off or tapped 

(Soguel, 2010). Likewise, the state, in reaction to the successes of and the widespread 

support for the women’s activism, targeted women’s activism and its members (Mahdi & 

Davachi, 2011). The government started a hostile propaganda campaign in the state-

controlled media. Iranian state-run television which is a regular source of the 

government’s message accused the women activists of acting in the interests of foreign 

countries by calling them foreign stooges. For example, they aired a program entitled 

“Feminism and War against the Family,” aiming to highlight the dangerous penetration of 

feminist ideology in society. They accused feminism of damaging traditional family values 

and corrupting male and female relations (Batmanghelichi & Mouri, 2015, p.339-340).  

 

The government also put pressure on the women activists, and some of them were 

arrested. For example, the atmosphere facilitated the harsh treatment of the One Million 

Campaign. The members of the campaign were arrested and went through a long 

interrogation. Many women activists, left the country and went into exile and have been 

in exile since 2009, including Shirin Ebadi. It was meant to threaten and silence not only 

the political opposition but also all voices speaking out in support of women (International 

Campaign for Human Rights in Iran, 2010). Chiefly, the demonstrations continued 

sporadically, usually corresponding with anniversaries, holidays, and other government-



206 
 

sanctioned events which allowed people to gather in large numbers initially without 

government suspicion. 

 

To break down the Green movement, the government sought to disarticulate the political 

alliances between the groups in the Green movement. Thus, the government addressed 

women demands punctually by channeling them into the existing system. Ahmadinejad 

nominated three females to be ministers in his cabinet, for the first time after the 

revolution. These women who were appointed to ministerial positions were conformists 

and politically committed to the ideology of the government (H. Esfandiari, 2010). 

However, only one of them was approved by the parliament, Marzieh-Vahid Dastjerd as 

minister of health. In his speech on the 30 August 2009 at the parliament, Ahmadinejad 

argued the following: “It is important to have women in the cabinet; it is for the first time 

after the 1979 revolution that three committed women have been proposed to occupy 

ministerial positions. This is an important issue as we have to acknowledge the legitimate 

demands of our society. The presence of women in the cabinet contributes to confidence 

building among the women in our country” (quoted in Kadivar, 2012). However, some of 

the women activists challenged Ahmadinejad’s women nominees. They argued that the 

women ministers would not address women’s issues. It was a tactic to keep women’s 

attention diverted from the real social problem and to give an outward impression of 

participation (Shahrokni, 2009). As Fatemeh Govaree wrote, the government “having 

women ministers does not mean or guarantee a better position for women in our society” 

(Govaree, 2009) because these women nominees had “extremely traditionalistic 

approach to women” (Shahrokni, 2009). 

 

After the suppression of the political activists, the Green Movement disappeared off the 

streets and lost its visibility. The government not only accommodated and adopted the 

demands but also actively suppressed and contained the challenge and contestation and 

preserved the status quo of the established order. The government assumed control of 

streets that had a significant role in forming the networks and links among the people 

from diverse ideological orientations and gender, religious, and social background. 
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However, under these circumstances, as soon as the political environment changed in a 

way that brought more constraints for women, they sought to adopt different strategies 

and frame issues according to its political context.  

 

Veiled Men 
The Green Movement confronted challenges to the movement’s mobilization. However, 

the Green Movement and by extension its women did not disappear from Iran’s political 

scene. By aligning with the Green Movement, the women’s movement expanded its 

influence and activated some sectors of the society to participate in the political struggle. 

On 7 December 2009, a student activist was arrested after giving a pro-democracy speech 

during the demonstrations on National Student Day (Mir-Hosseini, 2009a). Following his 

arrest, the pro-government media claimed that he was arrested while trying to escape 

disguised as a woman. They published a series of photos in which he had worn a headscarf 

and chador, as typically worn by more devout adherents to the Islamic dress code that is 

mandatory for women Iran (Golsorkhi, 2009). These photos were published to pressure 

the student movement and the Green Movement and humiliate Iranian women by 

invoking the symbolic language of oppression. In other words, it was intended to 

embarrass him and by extension the Green Movement by showing him as a “coward” not 

“manly” (Mahdavi, 2012, p.42). In street culture, the picture of a man dressed as a woman 

is “slanderous of his sexuality and essential manhood” (Golsorkhi, 2009). The allegation 

provoked an angry backlash from the women activists and the activists of the Green 

Movement, who claimed that they displayed “government’s vindictiveness and contempt 

for women” (Tait, 2009a).  

 

They started a campaign entitled “We Are All Majid” (Mir-Hosseini, 2009a). It was 

designed to show solidarity with him, and with Iran’s women, who were obliged by the 

authorities to wear the veil in public. They subverted the government’s gender prejudices 

by posting pictures of themselves wearing Islamic headscarves and chadors on social 

media. In captioning their photographs, they claimed their solidarity with Iranian women 

who have no choice but to wear Islamic headscarves and chadors (Theodoulou, 2010). 

They voiced their opposition to the human rights violations of the Islamic Republic and 
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called for the release of the imprisoned Majid Tavakoli. In a statement posted on an 

Iranian feminist website, Ebadi said that “with your symbolic move, you defended not 

your incarcerated friend but also being a “woman.” She added that the men had 

demonstrated with their action that they were against laws that discriminate against 

women in Iran (Ebadi, 2009). Chiefly, the campaign meant to show that there was nothing 

wrong with a man wearing a women’s dress. On the other hand, it sought to show that 

compulsory veiling cannot serve as protection, it can also be used to humiliate both men 

and women (Sadeghi, 2012,p.131).  

 

The Mourning Mothers 
After the election, the climate of fear had been imposed. However, all public displays of 

dissent were not extinguished even by a forceful crackdown. Despite the severe 

restrictions placed on women activists, women sought to develop several activities to 

keep the movement on the street. Hence they seized the opportunities presented to 

them. After the election, hundreds were killed and injured. Thousands were arrested, or 

later disappeared as a result of the repression in the post-election protest, of these in 

total, 13 percent were women (Sahimi, 2010). The mother of these victims formed a group 

called “the Mourning Mothers” on 20 June 2009, using the experience of the Mother’s 

Committee in the One Million Campaign. It was in fact rooted in a previous campaign 

(Mothers for Peace) which aimed at fighting against all acts of war and violence. The group 

was set up to mobilize women against military attacks, nuclear profanation and 

armaments and any other actions that could trigger war (F. Sadeghi, 2012).   

 

Similar to the “Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo” whose children were disappeared or were 

imprisoned during the military dictatorship in Argentina, they had a weekly protest on 

every Saturday in Laleh Park at 4:00 p.m to commemorate the loss and disappearance of 

their children. They choose Laleh Park because it was a place where it was possible to 

negotiate or subvert, what the regime forbids. Hence, they were also known locally in 

Tehran as the “Mothers of Laleh.” Many women activists and those mothers whose 

children had been disappeared, executed and detained in the past thirty years joined the 
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campaign. They also asked everyone to participate by bringing flowers and pictures of 

their loved ones who had either been arrested or made to disappear (Amani & Anzia, 

2009b; Direnberger, 2011). 

 

Furthermore, similar to the mothers in Uruguay, the exiled mothers (those who fled Iran 

after the revolution) showed their solidarity with mothers in Iran and joined the campaign 

(Gheytanchi, 2015, p.50). They made a public statement demanding an end to violence, 

the prosecution of those who committed violence, and the release of those who were 

arrested over the past two weeks. In other words, their demand was government 

accountability for the deaths, arrests, and the disappearance of their children (The 

Mourning Mothers of Iran, 2009a). As Parvin Fahimi, the most significant voice in the 

Mourning Mother group, said: “my son had been killed, but they refused to tell me” 

(Amani & Anzia, 2009b). She was a grieving mother who refused to remain silent over the 

fate of her son, Sohrab Arabi. He was disappeared during the 15 June demonstration, and 

after nearly one month of searching, it turned out that he was killed during the protest 

(G. Esfandiari, 2009b).  

 

The government did not tolerate the group’s peaceful protest, they harassed the group 

and put pressure to shut down their activities. The government violently suppressed the 

silent and peaceful mourning of mothers (The Mourning Mothers of Iran, 2009b). For 

example, on Saturday, 27 June 2009, the Mourning Mothers decided to hold a silent and 

peaceful rally in Laleh Park. However, the police cordoned off the demonstration site’s 

perimeter and sought to prevent the women from entering Laleh Park and dispersed 

them. Despite the police efforts, many of the Mourning Mothers succeeded in entering 

the park and mourned their lost children. Following their participation, police attacked 

them and arrested some women who had attended in protest (Motamed, 2009; The 

Mourning Mothers of Iran, 2009b). However, they did not give up and continued their 

peaceful gatherings despite the harassment and arrests, as Shirin Ebadi explained “this 

excessive violence and repression by the government has sadly become routine in Iran – 

but has not deterred the Mourning Mothers. Courageously, they were defending their 
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human rights and, ultimately, those of women everywhere” (Ebadi, 2010c). They 

employed non-violent resistance tactics to stop the government from preventing them 

from their protests. They sought to neutralize the security forces by giving flowers to them 

and exhort them not to use violence against them. As one mother said “at first, they 

treated us very harshly, but in response, we gave them flowers, they came back many 

times, we still continued giving them flowers. Now, many of them just approach us, get 

their flowers and leave”(quoted in Tahmasebi-Birgani, 2010, pp. 83–84). Mourning 

became politicized because it sought to destabilize the state ideology.   

 

Love letters   
Alongside the Mourning Mothers, another public activism was the publishing of letters to 

male political prisoners from their wives (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2010).  After the clampdown, 

the 2009 election, many people, and activists, as well as many prominent figures in both 

reformist campaigns were jailed. Their wives started a campaign by publishing a series of 

letters to the Internet and social media in January 2010 (Mir-Hosseini, 2012). Younger and 

then older women first did it. Furthermore, many of these writers were from a religious 

background, many of whom were new to civil society activism. They used the occasion to 

write open letters to the supreme leader and international organizations on behalf of the 

Green Movement and to protest their husbands’ incarceration (Afary, 2010b, p. 60). 

Moreover, they did not hesitate to express their passions and affections for their men 

publicly. It was an unprecedented action in a culturally conservative society where the 

religious classes seldom publicly pronounce their material love (Afary, 2010b; Mir-

Hosseini, 2009a).  

 

Fatemeh Shams and Fakhrosadat Mohtashamipour were the respective spouses of two of 

the prominent political prisoners - Jalaipour and Tajzadeh, respectively - as prime 

examples of the writers of these love letters (Shams, 2010; Sunich, 2010). 

Mohtashamipour was a deputy director of the Reformist’s Women Organization. She 

ignored all the threats and spoke publicly to Iranian media inside and outside Iran about 

the injustice served by the government. She openly challenged the government’s failure, 

pointing out the cause for which political prisoners were subjected to torturous 
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impressment (Direnberger, 2011). Furthermore, she was the first to write public love 

letters to her incarcerated husband. She said that “it is necessary to document all feelings, 

moods, thoughts, and talk of these days as part of the history of our revolution and our 

times” (quoted in F. Sadeghi, 2012, p. 132). By publicizing love, putting the private in the 

public sphere, she constituted a political act. These letters represented that women not 

only expressed their passion and affection for their husband publicly but also sought to 

expand the boundaries of the public by merging and fusing it with the private. Three 

decades of the repressive politicization of women and sexuality had backfired (Dabashi, 

2010, p. 175; F. Sadeghi, 2009a).  

 

Chiefly, the government created a climate of fear and intimidation to stifle street protests. 

However, activists and participants never gave up and exited the political scene; rather 

they used any opportunity presented to them to express their grievances. Women tended 

to pursue different tactics to defend their rights and carry out political work. They defied 

the official authority by making their demands in the area with the least surveillance or 

less costly. Hence, women participated in cyberspace that served as the foundation of 

women’s community and connection. The Internet became one of the spaces that 

provided resistance to government oppression as well as became a forum of contestation 

and space for making things visible, offering platforms for the expression of resistance 

(Vahabzadeh, 2017). 

 

House Arrest 
In an attempt to establish a linkage between women’s activism and the Green Movement, 

on 8 March 2010, International Women's Day, Rahnavard along with some women 

activists, some of whom participated in the Campaign for One Million Signature and with 

a segment of the Mourning Mothers, formed “the Women’s Green Convergence.” They 

again announced their demands that have been raised by women over the years: 

elimination of discrimination, equal opportunity for women, joining to the CEDAW, as well 

as the release of political prisoners and freedom of assembly (The Feminist School, 2010b, 

2010a).  
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In August 2010, the Family Protection Bill was brought back. The bill was first introduced 

in the parliament in 2008, but later the legislature decided to suspend the bill after the 

vociferous opposition by women activists, such as Rahnavrad (Afshar, 2012a). However, 

the conservative groups began lobbying to bring a revised bill back onto the parliament's 

agenda. They considered the bill to be favorable for the protection of the family and 

women’s rights. They asserted that it was not discriminatory against women and that the 

Western media was aiming to distort its content (Boe, 2015, p.76).  

 

Zahra Rahnavard was a representative of those who opposed the bill, claiming it was 

discriminatory against women. She at first criticized the legislation and called for it to be 

evaluated by “a group of expert and progressive” men and women (Rahnavard, 2010a). 

She said that the bill would have adverse effects on women’s rights because it “gives more 

power to men to have polygamy without the wife’s consent and harshly discriminates 

against the women even further than circumstances women are suffering today in Iranian 

society according to the current laws” (Rahnavard, 2010a). Then, she attacked the 

government and said that the name “the Family Protection Bill” was a misnomer since 

they “suppress millions of people on the streets and torture and execute the children of 

people or with a thoughtless bill called the Family Protection Act launch the destruction 

of the families of this nation” (Rahnavard, 2010c). She argued that the Quran’s references 

to polygamy belong to a different time and historical situation and are being 

misinterpreted in this bill (Radio Zamaneh, 2010). Rahnavrad alongside the women 

activists organized gatherings and issued articles to protest against the bill (Radio 

Zamaneh, 2010). Also, a group of women, over one thousand women’s rights activists, 

issued a statement, objecting to the bill. They called the bill “Family Destruction” (Change 

for Equality, 2010). The battle continued into 2011. The increasing resistance by women 

led to widespread arrests.  

 

Finally on 15 February 2011, when the leaders of the Green Movement invited people to 

demonstrate in solidarity with the Arab Revolution (Tunisian and Egyptian uprising), the 

government placed Rahnavard, Fatemeh Karroubi, and their husband under house arrest, 
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the day before the protest. The permission for the protest was not issued. However, 

thousands of people gathered on that day in Tehran. It was the largest protest since the 

suppression of the Green Movement the year before the 2009 destruction. The hardliners 

put down the demonstration harshly (G. Esfandiari, 2011; Vahabzadeh, 2014). 

 

Conclusion  
Although the Green Movement was suppressed in every way, it created antagonism that 

destabilized the ideological and institutional anchors of the government. The Green 

Movement managed to create an effective grassroots movement which was made up of 

a wide variety of actors, who were linked by a collective identity and a shared set of 

collective grievances. However, this movement seemed to be driven by women and young 

people. 

 

The emergence of the Ahmadinejad administration led to a deepening crisis and a 

dislocation in which women’s ordinary lives were damaged. The frustrations engendered 

by such events resulted in a broad sense of grievance among women. In turn, it led to the 

emergence of a plurality of the women’s requests that were directed at the Ahmadinejad 

administration for his policy to be modified. However, the government failed to satisfy 

these requests, resulting in the widening divides between the women and the 

government. The presidential election provided an opportunity for the women activists 

to publicize and promote their ideas and demands. These plural women’s demands 

entered into a new phase in which they were connected into some form of unity. 

However, the election result led to a linkage between the women’s demands and a range 

of diverse demands into a political project (Green Movement) that publically contested 

the government. In other words, the election results led to converging around a common 

opposition to Ahmadinejad‘s administration by alliances and affinities emerging in an 

unprecedented way between women activists and other groups, intersecting with a 

diverse range of claims and demands. 
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Women activists also found themselves in difficult circumstances as visible 

confrontational protests became costly for women. While women’s activism became less 

visible in the streets, they used the Internet as a forum through which they found an easy 

and cost-effective way to make gendered claims on the government, to build and forge 

community and coalition among women and equality-seeking groups, and to sustain their 

challenging discourse.  
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion 

This thesis began with specific questions, how can we understand women’s activism in 

Iran? How have Iranian women responded to their marginalization and exclusion? What 

pattern of politics have they adopted? What factors have influenced their type of political 

activism and how might we account for the changing nature of this activism over time? 

The historical record shows that women have been participants in many political 

struggles, from the Tobacco Protest at the time that a civic movement against dictatorship 

and foreign interference took place, to the Revolution in 1979 in which first they were the 

primary losers as they saw their legal status and social positions dramatically decline in 

the name of religious revival (V. Moghadam, 2004). However, as Asef Bayat points out, 

while the ambiguous status of women, the contradictions between women’s legal status 

and their social reality and aspirations, under the Islamic Republic has been perplexing to 

many observers, and the activists themselves, who were trying to grasp the nature of 

women’s activism in Iran (Bayat, 2013a).  

 

There have been a number of different approaches to explain the changes in women’s 

activism in Iran (Bayat, 2010a; Mir-Hosseini, 1999; V. Moghadam, 2003a; N. Tohidi, 2016). 

In contributing to the scholarship on the topic, this thesis traces the genealogy of women’s 

activism in order to understand better how the discourses of contemporary women’s 

activism in Iran have been instituted and to highlight how women’s activism has changed 

in response to the new configuration of politics and the public discourse. It demonstrates 

how these changes were rooted in the public arena that was created due to the contact 

with Europe and modernity. The thesis reveals how the first generation of women activists 

emerged mostly through their engagement with anti-imperialist activities. It also looks at 

how women’s activism resulted gradually in the adoption of some modern gender norms 

in Iran since encountering the West in 1804. The thesis then traces how and why some 

women, who were involved in the pro-constitutional activities, started articulating a 

discourse in support of women through schools, women’s networks and societies, the 

Iranian press, and by participating in the revolution.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tobacco_Protest
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Next, the thesis reveals that while the strategy of some of the women activists during the 

Pahlavi Dynasty had been state-oriented, followed a top-down approach to improve 

women’s issues. Some reform projects regarding women’s rights, which were brought up 

in the public discourse during Mossadegh, including women’s suffrage and changes in the 

family law, were enacted. However, this was not the only form taken. Other women 

activists, who were independent of the state, followed different strategies. Many women 

activists, such as leftist and religious groups, focussed on the struggle against the 

government. They criticized the government not only on political issues but also for 

promoting Westernized gender identity through regulating women’s bodies. The 

overthrow of the Shah became a key factor in cementing a political alliance among the 

political forces, such as leftist, nationalists and religious groups. The fall of the Shah would 

restore women’s rights and dignity, thereby issues relating to women’s demands were 

considered as secondary and took a backseat to political priorities. However, this alliance 

fell apart during the post-revolutionary period as a result of the struggle for power among 

the revolutionary forces.  

 

The emergence of a renewed women’s activism began with the growing experiences of 

the dislocations and frustrations, which occurred after the 1979 Revolution and 

culminated in the years after the end of the Iran and Iraq War. During such periods of the 

crisis, the Islamic discourse and its supporting social institutions could not provide credible 

answers to the social dislocations that occurred. These social dislocations included the 

experience of discrimination, inequality, the forms of rapid social change and the 

economic deprivation and political repression (Stavrakakis, 2000, p. 115). As a result of 

the inability to stitch the dislocated structure, thus lacking the ability to resolve these 

crises, this thesis identifies how women responded to these new situations in a variety of 

ways, ranging from passive resignation, desire and alienation, to collective mobilization. 

It has been argued that Iranian women have responded to the societal stresses, injustices, 

and gender discrimination by political practices in ways that attempted to disrupt the 

dominant discourse. They have been able to move forward through two different 

strategies, first, through their invisible, latent and undeclared form of everyday resistance 

and second, through their overt and collective action to counter the Islamic regime. In 
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women’s daily life in Iran, even though these strategies may work simultaneously or 

intermittently, the art of resistance at the level of individual and collective movements 

often reinforced each other (Singh 2001, p.273). Thus, in this way we see that women’s 

actions and strategies to counter the state pressure have been different over time. In 

particular, two of the major factors that have helped shape the types of Iranian women’s 

activism have resulted from their efforts first to counter the deteriorating social 

conditions and second to create an opening for a political opportunity (Bayat 2000, p.4).  

 

After the Revolution in 1979, the new regime transformed the system that, they believed, 

had allowed the identity of the Iranian people to establish a sharia-based order dictated 

by the decadent Western Culture. It was a political project that sought to push for an 

exclusive moral and socio-political order. Moving beyond the banal level of raw coercion, 

that even though it was not unimportant, was not able to form the basis of a sustainable 

hegemony, the new regime articulated an idealized image of Islamist women, a notion 

that invoked patriarchal views on gender relations and on the position of women in 

society (Ismail, 2006). This depiction of women had been an essential and constitutive 

element of the Islamism discourse in rationalizing the state policies and practices that 

affected women (Ismail, 2006, p. 166; Sayyid, 2003). In order to produce that idealized 

image of Islamist women, the government worked to establish specific social norms and 

gender practices and immediately instituted radical political and social changes that 

changed women’s legal and social status. Also, in an effort to prevent the common 

visibility of women that would generate power, the government sought to control 

women’s appearance in public and restrict their freedoms by enforcing mandatory veil 

restrictions. To implement the latter, the government expanded the police force and 

mandated them to monitor and limit women’s actions in public. Furthermore, certain 

forms of gender segregation were created in civil society that did not exist before the 

Islamic Revolution. The Iranian government’s efforts to strip women of the right to freely 

appear in public reflected the government’s belief that a woman’s place in society was at 

home with the family. Hence, despite acknowledging the role women played b in 

furthering the 1979 Revolution, this research reveals how the government systematically 

sought to marginalize women within the system and to make their voices and actions 
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invisible and inaudible. It was the first and significant disruptive experience women felt 

after the Revolution leaving their everyday life practices ruptured and dislocated. 

Nevertheless, this crack in their everyday life provoked a political response from women.  

 

Despite the government’s logic to exclude and silence women from participating in public 

spaces, women did not retreat from these places. Since the government did not tolerate 

an organized opposition, as this thesis demonstrates, women resisted indirectly in many 

public spaces to undo the mechanism of social control whilst they carried out their efforts 

in a more individualistic and small-scale way. In other words, they attempted to undertake 

their responses to the state repression in such a way that did not risk trouble with the 

authorities. Hence, one key finding of this thesis is that the absence of openly declared 

contestations ought not to be conflated with acquiescence on the part of the women 

activists. In their pursuit of social change, women responded to the directive of the power 

of government by taking up everyday forms of resistance, thus making their daily life the 

battlegrounds. Women’s resistance took on multiple materials and symbolic forms, such 

as not wearing their veils properly, fighting for a divorce or for custody of their children, 

playing sports, continuing their education, forming friendships in public spaces, gathering 

at music concerts, and working outside the home. In sum, women used their presence in 

public to resist against the mechanisms of an order that distributed Islamic roles 

hierarchically and to disrupt the attempts on the part of the state to coordinate, define, 

and control their behavior. 

 

Likewise, women’s activism exhibited significant changes after the war that was fought 

between Iran and Iraq. The spread of education and the family planning programs, which 

increased the literacy rates and life expectancy for women, reduced the birth and fertility 

rates for women, and an increase in the percentage of women attending university 

resulted, all of which conflicted with the constraining domestic roles. Women started to 

challenge the restrictive traditions more openly, and they fought the discriminatory laws 

and customs that had confined them to their homes and excluded them from society. 

Hence, as this thesis illustrates, with the improvement of women’s everyday life, women 

became more visible in the public spaces, which made it impossible for the government 
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to deny the rights of women in the public space. Creating visibility in these new spaces 

provided the women greater opportunity to build their passive networks, which helped 

them to build relationships with one another, as well as to discuss and take action on 

women’s issues. The new space and field helped change women’s attitudes, and it also 

helped to foster the foundations that eventually morphed into organized oppositional 

political action.  

 

However, despite these tangible achievements, women continued to be treated as 

second-class citizens by the government, and they were prevented from full political and 

social participation by the dominant economic and political processes in their society (Kar, 

2000). The increasing gap between social reality and the constitutional and legal rights of 

women resulted in a hardening of the women’s demands. The failure of the government 

to respond to the women’s demands adequately provoked them to publically challenge 

and contest the social norms, becoming the source of political practice. It led to a crisis of 

the Islamist ideology, in which the government could not bridge the gap within the 

dominant hegemony. In addition to the crisis of the dominant ideology, along with the 

changes in political opportunities and constraints, state strategy, and the new media of 

communication led to the formation of a new wave of women’s activism. The new 

women’s activism introduced doubt about the political order which failed to foster an 

inclusive and democratic order and remained mostly exclusivist and authoritarian. With 

the new women’s activism, linking together the different groups of women, they were 

engaged in a more visible, public and widespread collective action. Hence, the argument 

presented in this thesis is that women’s activism had evolved into a social movement 

where women mobilized around a collective identity to challenge the government and 

status quo visibly and publicly, and this brought about social change. A women’s 

movement includes women’s demands, greater networking, and organization, holding 

campaigns, public mobilization, and different forms of public protests, all of which helped 

to make women visible as a collective identity. 

 

By the early 1990s, the strategy of a number of women activists organized changes again, 

whereby they sought to play a more significant role in shaping the politics and law in Iran. 

The politicization of women’s issues began with the awareness of their shared grievances. 
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As the women built their networks, they came to see themselves as part of a group. In the 

process, they realized they shared certain characteristics that they defined as important. 

They started to articulate their demands and dissatisfaction publicly to make themselves 

heard and visible. In other words, women activists expressed their grievances about their 

secondary legal status in both the private and the public sphere and criticized the 

subordinated citizenship class of women. Those women activists, who had been 

disappointed by the Islamist discourse, participated in public debates on the law and their 

place in the dominant discourse that had been taken for granted and understood as 

Islamic. They challenged the hegemonic and patriarchal interpretations of religious texts, 

demonstrating that it is not the holy texts, rather it is the readings and interpretations of 

these texts that have allowed the patriarchal traditions to persist. They articulated their 

demands in Islamic terms by emphasizing the emancipatory and egalitarian content of 

Islam (Eftekhari, 2003; V. Moghadam, 2002; Mojab, 2001). They sought to “promote the 

egalitarian ethics of Islam by using the female-supportive verses of the Qur’an in their 

fight for women’s rights” (N. Tohidi, 1998, p. 284). Such women’s participation in public 

debates about Islam was an unprecedented form of women’s agency. By the late 1990s, 

secular women activists began to articulate a new feminist framework and created their 

own groups and circles about specific gender issues. They used different tactics to contest 

the state’s ideology and politics on gender issues. However, they were distancing 

themselves from the methods of those women activists using the Islamic language. They 

drew on the writing of a feminist lawyer who supports equal rights for women by using 

secular language (Kian, 2002b). Moreover, both groups worked closely together and even 

the secular women published in the magazines of the Islamic feminists, these activities 

extended the dialogue between women from various parts of society (Moghadam, 2002). 

In sum, these kinds of women’s activities had a significant role in helping the women 

articulate their demands in contemporary Iran and engage in the critique of the 

patriarchal system. 

 

Furthermore, there was an increase in media coverage that was dedicated to women’s 

concerns, with articles appearing on pressing social and legal issues, such as divorce and 

child custody and claims being made for more rights for women. They communicated 

ideas, advertised events, and established solidarity networks. In other words, these 
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women’s publications aimed at the establishment of alternative networks for debate, self-

organization, and the provision of information. Feminist ideas permeated universities, 

with female student groups publishing newsletters on gender issues, and by the late 

1990s, some universities had established women’s studies programs (Bayat, 2013a, pp. 

229–230). Moreover, many educated women participated in various realms of social life. 

Women made a more extensive entry into cinema and sport which was central for women 

to challenge the dominant Islamist hegemony. In other words, it was an invisible 

mobilization in which women not only challenged the practices and discourses of these 

institutions they but also questioned the prevailing discourse by seeking to transform 

women’s attitudes to their everyday lives, and by pressing for new principles that would 

lead to changes to update the entrenched social norms and practices.  

 

This thesis also reveals how women were attempting to create political spaces where all 

groups and communities could freely discuss their social and political proposals and 

establish their own forms of autonomy. These spaces involved hundreds of NGOs, 

informal networks, and also invoked challenging discourses and, by the late 1990s, 

represented the degree to which activism had become organized. These women’s NGOs 

were seeking to spread women’s issues across the broader population, to raise 

consciousness on a broader scale, and to mobilize women to participate in public spaces. 

They held workshops about various topic ranging from domestic violence to women’s 

rights. Women’s NGOs also organized gatherings about different issues and subjects. For 

example, women’s NGOs celebrated International Women's Day publicly and openly for 

the first time since the 1979 Revolution, and women from different backgrounds and ages 

actively participated in that meeting. These activities made possible a new modality of 

interaction, with expanding networks of social relations, and links between women, and 

became an important mechanism in the mobilization of women in Iran. In other words, 

they contributed to the constitution and stabilization of an alternative public arena mostly 

autonomous from the dominant public sphere. Hence, it led to the formation of multiple 

independent groups and informal networks that encouraged women to participate in 

public political life and enhanced women’s ability to recognize the existing gender 

relations as oppressive. 
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Equally, women also become involved in formal institutional politics. Some women moved 

their focus to the state where historically they had a limited part to play in deciding the 

shape of the political order. They sought to create space inside the state for gendered 

claim-making and to generate resources and access for women. Hence, women emerged 

as an increasingly important political constituency—as voters, as members of parliament 

and local councils, as civil servants. The massive participation of women was crucial to the 

elections, held in the 90s, such as a presidential election and the Sixth Majles. Hence, 

women were organized to support Iranian reform groups, in order to make a push for 

social change regardless of their specific demands. Also, women were engaged directly in 

formal politics by getting involved in running the campaigns to help women’s candidates 

get elected. They became active in parliament, and on local council elections; a significant 

number of women were elected among them including several well-known feminists and 

women leaders. Moreover, under pressure from women activists, two women were 

appointed to the senior positions in government, these women were the first women to 

serve in the top government position since the 1979 Revolution. Those who took positions 

in government passed many laws in women’s favor and promoted women’s issues 

through the different programs. Also, they spent quality time working on extra-curricular 

activities, such as lobbying religious authorities and cooperating with women activists 

(Koolaee, 2014; Rostami Povey, 2001). Women’s entry into formal politics made 

important inroads by pushing for broad political participation. As such, women challenged 

the bedrock of the patriarchal state and the monopoly of the state by men.  

 

Despite women’s engagement in formal politics and the relationship with the political 

institutions, however, women’s demands for legislative change were not met, and this led 

to the hardening of women’s demands and became a catalyst for the rise of new forms of 

political action. Street politics became the last resort in the ongoing struggle against a 

number of injustices. In the aftermath of the 1979 revolution, in which women had 

participated in the public demonstration, Iranian women faced severe limitations on their 

ability to engage and mobilize. In other words, opportunities to mobilize women were 

limited by restrictive laws. Those who controlled the state’s repressive apparatus attacked 

the freedom of assembly and association. Hence, the right for women to be active and 

show themselves as legitimate claimants worthy of public consideration was not 
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recognized. Women’s activism had then disappeared off the streets and lost visibility. 

Nevertheless, twenty years later, changing political opportunities and constraints created 

the most incentives for triggering a new phase of women’s activism (Tarrow, 2011, p. 163). 

During the Khatami presidency, women’s activism was faced with relatively conducive 

political opportunities, where women had relative access to the public space in which they 

could exercise their freedom of speech. Women activists seized the political opportunities 

and utilized different tactics to organize themselves and to mobilize ordinary women in 

support of the collective action to change a set of social relations. Using street protests 

were a part of their repertoire of contention, through which they would be able to attract 

media attention to promote women’s activism and create a certain sense of a commons.  

 

As discussed in chapter six, the first women’s protest that publicly addressed women’s 

issues took place in 2003 and involved a gathering of men and women, covering the 

spectrum of religious and political beliefs under the banner of “Women for Peace, and 

Peace for Everyone.” However, the demonstration was heavily controlled by the security 

forces as well as plainclothes police in the crowd (Bad Jens, 2003a, 2004a). In 2005, in an 

unprecedented move, a number of women activists formed a broad coalition, including 

religious and secular, to publicly protest against the violation of women’s rights and 

equality in the Constitution and demand the revision of the Constitution of the Islamic 

Republic, framing for the first time women’s issues as a constitutional omission that 

required a remedy (Mir-Hosseini, 2006b). Also, during Ahmadinejad’s first term, while the 

political climate was not considerably repressive, women activists organized a public 

protest to demand the end to all forms of legal discrimination and changes in the laws 

including a ban on polygamy, equal rights to divorce for women and men, joint custody of 

children after divorce, equal rights in marriage, an increase in the minimum legal age of 

marriage for girls to 18, and equal rights for women as witnesses (Ardalan, 2007b, 2007c). 

The presence of women in public protests shattered the stereotypical image of women 

and led the government to change its strategy in their encounter with women. Repressive 

counter-attacks followed through both legislation and in public spaces and made the 

women’s activism became less visible on the streets as a result.  
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Once again, in part because of the hostile environment, women activists changed their 

tactics, finding a new frontier in cyberspace. Despite the government’s efforts to tighten 

official control over the Internet, it provided a voice and a platform for the dissemination 

of women’s issues and claims. It became a tool that helped Iranian women activists to 

come together online and maintain their community by creating their own spaces on the 

Internet. They developed websites where feminist news, information, and resources were 

shared. Furthermore, they organized actions and lobbied the government using online 

petitions, and providing resources and learning, research, and education for Iranian 

women. In other words, they effectively utilized cyberspace to network and mobilize 

women in order to act and react to governmental policy and social norms (Amir-ebrahimi, 

2008, p. 101; Maddison & Jung, 2008, p. 128). As identified in this thesis, one example of 

this was the Change for Equality, the One Million Signature Campaign, which used the 

Internet to articulate their demands. While members of the security police violently 

attacked a peaceful women’s rights demonstration on June 12, 2006, some of the Iranian 

feminists in Tehran formed the Campaign for Equality and embarked on the grassroots 

One Million Signatures Campaign (Afary, 2009, p. 370). It was a grassroots movement for 

the removal of discriminatory laws which were manifested in everyday lives and a demand 

for women’s equality through constitutional change. It was an autonomous form of 

women’s mobilization based on networks and campaigns directed by and to women, and 

thus followed the specific form of women’s activism. It was launched in 2007 by women’s 

rights activists and was accompanied by clerics and lobbying politicians and letters in 

protests. They sought to bring the issues to the attention of a majority of women and 

reach to broader groups of women across the country. In doing so, women activists 

utilized numerous websites and online magazines to spread their message to a broader 

audience, explaining the deficiencies of the laws to ordinary women. With the help of the 

Internet, they came in contact with other women, shared useful resources with others 

and shared information on how to start groups, work on issues, or join in campaigns. 

Hence, the Internet introduced new ways of experiencing women’s activism and 

community. It brought new possibilities to women’s activism in Iran, serving as a women’s 

community, allowing women to articulate their experiences, and receiving and 

exchanging information. Likewise, it helped women activists not only expand the reach of 
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their political projects across Iran, it but also helped to create a space for networking, and 

community and coalition building among women activists (Ahmadi Khorasani, 2009d). 

 

Moreover, Iranian women became more politically organized and more unified in their 

grievances and demands. Women activists fashioned a shared understanding of their 

position in society through conscious strategic efforts that were flexible and evolving in 

nature. This range of strategies enabled women activists to persuade ordinary women 

that their desired goals would be reached through their struggle. In addition, because of 

communication and learning, women activists were able to reach out to women with 

similar discontents and recruit new women to the campaigns. For example in the Green 

Movement, women from a diverse range of groups came together and articulated their 

demands in the presidential campaign in 2009. They formed a women’s coalition and 

engaged in collective action. They focused their energies on women's interests, 

demanding that the country “join the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all 

Forms of Discrimination against Women” (CEDAW), and eliminate “the discriminatory 

laws against women specifically through the amendment of Articles 19, 20, 21 and 115 of 

the Iranian Constitution” with respect to the embodiment of the principle of 

unconditional gender equality” (The Feminist School, 2009a).  

 

Women also have been able to utilize their organizational skills to build bridges with other 

social forces to help redefine and redirect democratic reform and economic justice in Iran. 

They formed alliances with different social groups and created a discursive framework 

through which the women ascended in leadership positions. By utilizing new means of 

electronic communications including cell phones, the Internet, Facebook, and Twitter, 

women activists recruited many women and groups. Women leaders also articulated the 

women’s demands in religious and democratic terms and adapted the language utilizing 

mottos and slogans to mobilize the women throughout society. For example, the street 

protest of 2009 exhibits created such convergence, in which a large number of women 

from various walks of life, such as, women’s individuals, groups, and informal networks 

came together to discuss their concerns. They then established an alliance with different 

social groups and individuals, such as students, writers, journalists, youth, workers, and 

reformists, all coming to work together around a common demand that was critical of the 



226 
 

dominant religious discourse in Iran. They joined demonstrations and maintained their 

distinct voice, making their demands known and showing themselves as the legitimate 

claimant to the public considerations. Overall, women became a powerful political force 

that proved their potency in mobilizing, organizing, planning and staffing the Green 

Movement of 2009. 

 

This thesis has argued that that Iranian women’s activism over time has emerged as a 

movement that endures, grows, and declines in response to the dislocation of the Islamist 

discourse. The unintended consequences of structural processes, such as the 

demographic shifts, or the rise in literacy, along with the result of global factors and flows, 

in addition to the effect of the exchange of ideas and information have led to social reform 

in Iranian society. But the most fundamental element for social reform in Iran has been 

women as an active citizenry, a sustained presence of individuals, women’s groups and 

networks in every available social space, whether formal (institutional) or informal (extra-

institutional), in which it has challenged the existing norms and values.  

 

In sum, this thesis indicates that women with their everyday resistance affirmed the 

values and norms that were against strict social control imposed by the government in 

the name of nation and religion. Women with their practice of everyday life, such as 

pursuing higher education, working outside of the home, engaging in sports and physical 

activity, normalized the presence of women in the public sphere and gave them the 

confidence to pursue their activities. It also shows sustained collective challenges and 

groups of activists with different identities and ideologies who have used a range of tactics 

from state-focused actions to cultural tactics. In other words, this thesis explains that 

women as a social group generated change in the Iranian society through active citizenry 

in all domains, such as at home, schools, universities and colleges, cinema, media, and 

state institutions (parliament, civil service, and so on). They created feminist networks 

with a collective identity and common demand, publicizing violations done unto them 

through their own publications and websites, organizing seminars and meetings, and 

organizing public protests around specific issues and grievance. Under pressure exercised 

by Iranian women, the situation has begun to change. Women have achieved much in 

Iran. They have been successful in changing the way civil society has developed, and the 
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behaviors, attitudes, cultural symbols and value systems of those involved. They 

questioned the position of women in Iran by seeking to redefine women’s identity and 

change or reform the Islamist regime and its social practices through either instituting a 

new political structure or by proposing proposals to amend the existing institutional set 

up of Iran to include women. In other words, a discourse of women’s rights has dominated 

the social and political discourse in civil society. However, there remains much that still 

needs to be accomplished, for example, changing the legal structures that generate and 

reproduce the discriminatory regulations, laws, and practices against women and 

endangering democracy in Iran. 
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