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	   Post-Revolutionary Fervor explores the intersection of class and gender politics in 

Iran over the last eighteen years, within the context of historical revolutionary Iranian 

consciousness broadly. I center a cohort of mostly women activists who are members of 

the generation born after the 1979 Revolution. Most of these individuals were among the 

younger key leaders of the most prominent grassroots campaign of the women’s 

movement during the 2000s, known as the “One Million Signatures Campaign to Change 
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Laws that Discriminate Against Women,” which took place from 2006-2008. Many of 

these leaders had cut their teeth among the ranks of a growing left within the broader 

student movement in the 2000s. Their political consciousness was produced as a result of 

overlapping spaces and cross-fertilizing activist currents, including women’s rights 

groups, left student organizations, and illegal workers’ syndicates and labor unions. 

These activists were shaped both by Iranian intellectual history and transnational 

traditions of radical political thought. Analyzing a repertoire of oral history, poetry, 

public intellectual work, and film to explore activists’ political consciousness, I argue that 

this cohort expanded debates within these organizing spaces beyond both Western liberal 

feminist and Islamic feminist frames. They are among a generation that came of age 

during a period that saw ongoing attempts at economic neoliberalization in their country. 

In this context, I argue that the intersection of Islamic governance, neoliberal ideologies, 

and U.S. imperialist sanctions have produced gender relations in Iran. Contrary to the 

Orientalist view that intensified after 9/11 that presented Islam as standing in the way of 

Western-led market liberalization and capitalist expansion, I argue that neoliberal 

ideologies hostile to working people and friendly to privatization have intersected often 

successfully with Islamic governance in Iran. Thus, I also center the stories of working-

class and working-poor women who have experienced precarious jobs, the informal 

economy, and state repression. I ultimately show that Iranians have challenged these 

forces of interlocking class and gender inequity through persistent popular protest.



 

1 
 

 

Introduction: 
Thinking Class and Gender Together in Post-Revolutionary Iran 

 
Introduction 
 
	   In Rakhshan Bani-Etemad’s film, Under the Skin of the City, shots of women 

workers at their stations in a textile factory are deftly interspersed between the daily 

experiences of a working-class mother of four in Tehran. Tuba struggles to keep her 

house in order, supporting her family through her work in the textile factory. Her husband 

is a disabled veteran of the Iran-Iraq War. Her eldest son, Abbas, is an informal worker 

doing odd jobs for a garment wholesaler, eager to get a visa to Japan and become an 

engineer, yet ends up getting involved in some risky transactions along the way in order 

to finance the trip. Her eldest daughter faces domestic violence at the hands of her 

husband. Tuba also fears for her youngest son, who is involved with a group of young 

political activists at the university. Then her youngest daughter, Mahboubeh, is arrested 

by mistake in a police sweep of loiterers and youth, including her friend who has been 

forced into sex work after running away from home. In spite of these hardships, Tuba 

laughs with her coworkers over pizza on their lunch break; Abbas brings gifts from the 

garment store to his siblings and parents; Mahboubeh skips school and enjoys a concert. 

The daily joys and struggles of this family go on. 

 Bani-Etemad’s film is a creative expression of the ways in which class and gender 

politics are lived by a segment of Iranians on a day-to-day basis. It paints a complex and 

holistic political picture of the milieu in which women like Tuba struggle to live a 

dignified life. The film shows the links between gender politics, precarious labor, 

domestic violence, post-war hardship, and economic destitution; it brings to light the 

cravings of youth to lead social transformation, the state’s policing of norms among the 
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new generation, and the ravaging social forces, such as the drug trade, which exacerbate 

conditions in working-class communities. These are all glimpsed underneath Tehran’s 

sprawling concrete skin. Throughout the film, which was released in 2001, television 

programs blare news about an upcoming presidential election. These scenes are no doubt 

allusions to the presidential election that same year, in which incumbent Mohammad 

Khatami was running for a second term after having coming to power in a landslide 

election in 1997 on promises of political freedoms, including women’s rights.  

The film’s allusions to the political climate of reformism, however, are not 

glorifying. Rather, Bani-Etemad’s tone is interrogatory and scrutinizing. Both in the 

opening and final scenes of the film, Tuba is asked for an interview in front of cameras 

on the eve of the momentous election. She finds the camera crew and the interview 

tiresome, particularly in the closing scene: 

Tuba: Message? What message, sir? There was a time when we 
complained, but you said we were fighting a war. We saw you were right, 
so we accepted it. After the war, you asked us for patience, because the 
country was in ruins. So once again, we put up with it all. Now there is 
someone who wants to save us, so I’m here to vote— 
Camera man: Sorry, ma’am, we’re having technical difficulties. If you 
could please start all over— 
Tuba: Just forget about it! I lost my house, my son has been forced to run 
away, and these days people are filming all the time. I wish someone 
would come and film what’s going on right here! [clasping her heart] 
Right here! Who the hell do you show these films to, anyway?! 

 
Tuba’s interaction with the camera crew situates her at the heart of the major changes 

taking place in Iran at this time. She talks about having patience and strength during the 

devastating Iran-Iraq War, and then living through the reconstruction period after the war, 

still with hardship. After all this, she comes to vote for someone who she is told “wants to 

save us.” The incessant filming of the camera crews represents the fanfare that brought 
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Khatami and his reform movement to office four years earlier in 1997, in an election that 

saw him win 70% of the vote and in which 80% of the electorate turned out to the polls. 

Many responded to campaign promises of political freedoms, women’s rights, and a 

future of dignity and economic opportunity, especially for young people. As the reform 

movement came up against intra-elite conflict in the state and competing interests, 

however, the post-revolutionary generation turned to their own grassroots political 

efforts. Working-class women like Tuba continued to struggle through these years as 

well. 

 My study takes up the intersection of class and gender politics in Iran over the last 

eighteen years. I begin in 2000, around the same time in which Bani-Etemad’s film is set. 

That year marked the beginning of a series of neoliberal reforms to the national labor law 

which exempted an increasing number of companies from following the law and offering 

their workers social insurance benefits, including healthcare and pensions.1 Proponents of 

gutting the labor law claimed that it placed too many limitations on employers, hurting 

their productivity and deterring foreign direct investment in the Iranian economy.2 The 

labor deregulation that ensued during the 2000s shrunk the percentage of the labor force 

covered by labor law and expanded a sector of informal workers excluded from labor law 

protections, which now make up about 40% to 50% of the entire labor force.3 Women’s 

share in the informal labor force has been on the rise during this period.4 Their share in 

                                                
 1 Kevan Harris, A Social Revolution: Politics and the Welfare State in Iran (Oakland: 
University of California Press, 2017), 149; see also Andreas Malm and Shora Esmailian, Iran on 
the Brink: Rising Workers and Threats of War, (Ann Arbor: Pluto Press, 2007), 56. 
 2 Farhad Nomani and Sohrab Behdad, Class and Labor in Iran: Did the Revolution 
Matter, (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2006), 206-7. 
 3 Harris, A Social Revolution, 117-118, 187. 
 4 Much scholarship has emerged in recent years on the concept of informal economies 
and informal labor. I am indebted to the following works in my analysis: David Staples, No Place 
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many sectors in the formal labor force, excepting the service sector, has declined since 

2005, exacerbated by U.S.-led sanctions.5 Informal sector jobs are precarious and include 

street vending, piecework in small enterprises, craft manufacturing in rural areas, home-

based clothing manufacturing, and home-based preparation of food items to be sold to 

wholesalers such as herbs, pickles, and tomato paste. Iran has been caricatured as a 

security state, yet the country is largely absent from scholarly discussions of neoliberal 

trends of labor deregulation and informal labor. Orientalist assumptions which caricature 

Iran as anti-modern, anti-free market, and anti-women in the public sphere as well as 

related assumptions which caricature Islam as eternally uninterested in the question of 

economics have meant that the gendered impact of labor deregulation in Iran has gone 

largely unexplored. This study is a critique of those assumptions, yet it is also a critique 

of a fragmented neoliberal modernity in Iran that is obscured by such narratives. Iranians’ 

economic grievances recently burst onto the international stage during widespread 

protests in December 2017 and January 2018, prompting more attention to the questions 

explored by this study. 

 Iranians have not accepted these developments passively. At one turn, we hear of 

workers who have taken part in countless strikes and actions to fight back against these 

reforms; at another we hear of women who take part in movements to reform 

discriminatory laws; and at yet another of students who organize to safeguard political 

freedoms and demand an economic future. In the last eighteen years, Iranians have seen 

                                                                                                                                            
Like Home: Organizing Home-Based Labor in the Era of Structural Adjustment (New York: 
Routledge, 2007); Julia Elyachar, Markets of Dispossession: NGOs, Economic Development, and 
the State in Cairo (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005); Ioana Herodnic, Peter Rodgers, Colin 
Williams, eds., The Informal Economy: Exploring Drivers and Practices (New York: Routledge, 
2018). 
 5  World Bank Middle East and North Africa Region, “Economic Implications of Lifting 
Sanctions on Iran,” MENA Quarterly Economic Brief 5 (2015). 
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three different presidents from three distinct factions in the political establishment. Two 

major mass mobilizations have taken place in the country, the first in 2009, in which 

political freedoms and reform were at the center of the slogans, and the second in late 

2017 through early 2018, where impassioned economic grievances were included in the 

calls for political change. 

Contextualizing the Post-Revolutionary Generation 

 My study is also a generational one. I begin in 2000 not only because this year 

marked the start of the latest phase of labor deregulation, but also because this was the 

time around which the first generation of Iranians born after the 1979 Revolution entered 

young adulthood. I explore the coming into political consciousness among members of 

this cohort—what I am calling the first post-revolutionary generation—in a country 

where at least 60% of the population is under 35.6 Many studies of the student movement 

in Iran, as well as the broader reform movement to which it is often linked, have 

neglected an analysis of class and economic disparity as significant to the story of 

people’s desires for political change. Yet the dim economic prospects faced by a majority 

of youth are no doubt relevant to the street politics they have engaged in during the last 

decade and a half. Around the time of the revolution, Iran experienced a population 

boom, in part due to families’ optimism about their economic horizons after the fall of the 

monarchy.7 This contributed to a youth population bulge, characteristic of other countries 

in the region as well. By 2006, while only 4 million working people turned 60 or older, 

                                                
 6 Statistical Center of Iran, Census 2016, http://irandataportal.syr.edu/census/census-
2016. 
 7 Scholars note complex reasons for the rapid increase in birthrates from 1976-1986. 
Kevan Harris notes that among these reasons was the rapid increase in marriage rates 
immediately after the revolution as “Young couples believed that their economic horizons would 
be better after the fall of the old regime.” See Harris, A Social Revolution, 133; see also Nomani 
and Behdad, Class and Labor in Iran, 60, 68-69. 
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18 million between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four were meant to replace them.8 

Working-age youth have the highest unemployment rates among all age groups.9 Many 

of these youth are the first generation in their family to attend university, and have 

significantly higher literacy and education rates than their parents.10 An increasing share 

of the population with high school and university education has now fallen into poorer 

households.11 The discrepancy between the expansion of education and healthcare under 

the Islamic Republic and the lack of sustainable job prospects creates ripe conditions for 

protest and political and economic grievances among this cohort.  

I am indebted to anthropologist Shahram Khosravi in my conceptualization of the 

category of “youth” and what it means to be part of this generation in Iran. Khosravi 

discusses “waiting” and “hope” as central elements which have shaped the post-

revolutionary generation, even as they are situated at the intersection of difficult 

economic prospects, U.S. imperialist sanctions, a widening domestic gap between rich 

and poor, and forces of state repression. For young Iranians, he claims, “waiting, hope, 

and daydreaming, orienting themselves toward ‘not-yet’ fulfilled promises, are 

preeminently acts of citizenship, that is, claiming their right to potentialities that make 

prospects for a better future possible.”12 As part of this, I add protest and street politics to 

Khosravi’s “waiting” and “hope” as central factors that characterize belonging for most 

in the post-revolutionary generation. 

                                                
 8 Nomani and Behdad, Class and Labor in Iran, 75. 
 9 Ibid., 177. 
 10 Ibid., 213.  
 11 Ibid. 
 12 Shahram Khosravi, Precarious Lives: Waiting and Hope in Iran (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 15. 
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 This period is also remarkable for the open factionalism within the Islamic 

Republic. Virtually all of these competing political factions—which went under an array 

of recycled and newly formed designations such as “reformists,” “principlists,” and 

“pragmatists”—advocated for some form of neoliberal economic policy. Yet when 

popular discontent threatened to discredit one faction or another as an enriched elite, 

politicians quickly moved to safeguard welfare programs like food and fuel subsidies and 

social insurance programs. Thus, all factions have also endorsed some form of welfare 

and social insurance to compete for public support.13 Sociologist Kevan Harris, for 

example, has shown that the state, forced to respond to popular sentiment, has expanded a 

vast and complex welfare system, including a nation-wide system of primary 

healthcare.14 Yet while welfare structures have relatively alleviated absolute poverty, they 

have not touched economic inequality between the highest and lowest strata, which 

continues to grow. Thus, during this period the Islamic Republic pursued what 

sociologists Farhad Nomani and Sohrab Behdad call a zigzag program of neoliberalism, 

advancing neoliberal reforms piecemeal rather than wholesale, stepping back and forward 

in accordance to political exigencies and the popular climate. Khosravi argues that while 

the government has been unable to adopt a neoliberal program wholesale due to popular 

pressures, “fragments of the consequences of [global] neoliberalism” have informed 

economic policy in Iran, including the labor deregulation I discuss in this study.15 The 

state, as in all countries, is of course a multifaceted internally contradictory entity, and 

expansions under the Islamic Republic of literacy, education, and healthcare have 

produced people conscious of the social, political, and economic conditions and 
                                                

13 Harris, A Social Revolution, 181. 
14 Ibid., 147. 

 15 Khosravi, Precarious Lives, 9.  
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inequities in which they are embedded, emboldening them to engage in popular 

resistance.  

The Islamic Republic and the Neoliberal Epoch 

 Contrary to the Orientalist view which intensified after 9/11, which presented 

Islam as standing in the way of Western-led market liberalization and capitalist 

expansion, I argue that neoliberal economic ideologies hostile to working people and 

friendly to privatization have intersected often successfully with Islamic governance in 

Iran. The “clash of civilizations” rhetoric re-invigorated by U.S. neoconservatives during 

the lead-up to the Iraq War, especially its depiction of backwards Muslims standing in the 

way of modern Western free market economics, obscures the fact that virtually all 

factions of the Iranian government have advocated programs of privatization and 

austerity modeled on these phenomena in the Western world and as part of global shifts.16 

Among the many examples of Islamized technocratic-speak, Leader Ali Khamenei in 

2006 advocated widespread privatization as a “jihad” during a national Friday prayers 

sermon.17 Former president Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, part of Khomeini’s inner circle 

during the revolution and who allegedly attained billionaire status, delivered a sermon in 

November of 1990, claiming, “There is nothing un-Islamic about the accumulation of 

wealth.”18 He also insisted that foreign capital is not inherently evil.19 During his 

presidency, he spearheaded an aggressive privatization program, which forced massive 

                                                
16 Kevan Harris, “The Rise of the Subcontractor State: Politics of Pseudo-

Privatization in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” International Journal of Middle East 
Studies 45 (2013), 67. 
 17 Ibid., 46.  

18 Harris, A Social Revolution, 156. 
19 Nomani and Behdad, Class and Labor in Iran, 47. 
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layoffs of workers across the country.20 This study explores such a melding of neoliberal 

ideology with Islamic idioms through a focus on gender and class politics.   

 These developments have been increasingly lauded in the West, despite political 

tensions between governments. The IMF special report for Iran in 2009, for example, was 

quite celebratory and a 2011 Business Year report, published by Bloomberg, displayed 

Ahmadinejad’s face on its cover, commending Iran under his leadership for conducting 

one of the most comprehensive privatization programs in the region. Ahmadinejad had 

privatized more state-owned enterprises than the two previous presidents (Rafsanjani and 

Khatami) combined.21 He also advocated for entry into the World Trade Organization.22 

The factionalism of Iranian politics must not go unnoticed in these developments: three 

different political figures from opposing camps at times in bitter antagonism with one 

another (Rafsanjani, a so-called “pragmatist” and supporter of thawing relations with the 

West, Khamenei, an old-guard hardliner, and Ahmadinejad, a political newcomer and so-

called “principlist” championing the allegedly betrayed principles of the revolution), all 

endorsed some form of privatization.  

 Throughout this study, I argue that labor deregulation has been one of the most 

constant and successfully realized features of the fragmented neoliberal project in Iran. A 

post-revolutionary labor law was passed in 1990, and enacted in 1993.23 The law offered 

workers social insurance including healthcare and pensions, but it was effectively 

hollowed out by subsequent reforms. In February 2000, legislation was passed that 
                                                
 20 A Look at the Labor Struggles in the Past Three Decades in Iran, Directed by Panteā 
Bahrami, Vimeo, 2011, < https://vimeo.com/83184867>.  

21 International Monetary Fund, “Islamic Republic of Iran: Selected Issues Paper,” 
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/scr/2010/cr1076.pdf. see also Harris, “The Rise of 
the Subcontractor State,” 57. 

22 Harris, A Social Revolution, 192. 
23 Ibid., 148. 
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exempted employers with fewer than five workers from the labor law.24 Workers’ 

resistance immediately followed the change. Scholar Elaheh Rostami-Piovey counted 303 

workers’ actions across the country in 2001 in textile, metal, automobile, petrochemical, 

oil, carpet, health, and education industries among others. Thousands of teachers also 

went on strike during this time and closed down 400 schools while tens of thousands in 

Tehran marched on the Majlis.25 In 2003, the labor law was again changed so companies 

with fewer than ten workers were exempted if they negotiated with employees and state 

representatives.26 At this time, 95 percent of enterprises in the country employed fewer 

than ten workers, amounting to 49 percent of the urban labor force.27 In 2004, a new 

measure forced workers to apply for retirement if they did not have a bachelors’ degree, 

only to see them rehired as “temporary” workers. This was a state tactic to frustrate labor 

organizing efforts. Both the private and public sector often used temporary contracts as 

another loophole in the labor law. For example, large manufacturing firms nominally do 

fall under the law’s application, yet nearly the entire construction sector is effectively 

exempt because of the heavy use of temporary contracts.28 The Ahmadinejad 

administration (2005-2013), despite its populist rhetoric, considered expanding the labor 

law exemptions to companies with fewer than fifteen workers.29 The gutting of labor law 

in Iran is consistent with neoliberal trends. 

 In these ways, workers’ security has become increasingly precarious. Even among 

                                                
24 Ibid., 149; see also Malm & Esmailian, Iran on the Brink, 56. 
25 Elaheh Rostami-Povey, Iran’s Influence: A Religious-Political State and 

Society in Its Region (London: Zed Books, 2010), 59. 
26 Harris, A Social Revolution, 149. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Harris, A Social Revolution, 149. 
29 Ibid., 150. 
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large swathes of the population that receive some form of state-sponsored pensions, 

pension funds have moved from risk-free bank deposits in the early 1990s to 

predominantly direct and indirect investment in risky private companies which could see 

pensions lose value according to market volatility.30  The pseudo-privatization of Iran’s 

pension funds resembles privatization models in U.S.-allied states such as Chile and 

South Korea where investments purportedly promise larger returns for pensioners but are 

increasingly volatile, running the risk of a loss in value.31 Workers complain of non-

payment of pensions, all while the value of pension checks has declined in recent years 

because of inflation.32 In response to these attacks, a wave of independent unionism 

began in the early 2000s, facing bitter repression, and workers’ actions are becoming 

increasingly widespread in Iran as of this writing. Thus, labor deregulation in this period 

also conditioned the post-revolutionary generation’s emergence into the labor market. As 

I will show, workers’ resistance, too, has also increasingly impacted the consciousness of 

this cohort. 

Re-Centering Capitalism 

 A discussion of capitalism broadly has also remained marginal to studies on Iran 

in anglophone scholarship. Instead, most scholarly debates and dramas have revolved 

around Islamic modernity, the dance of republicanism and theocracy in an Islamic 

Republic, and Iran’s relationship to volatile regional and international politics. The 1979 

Revolution popularized a discourse denouncing the ills of capitalism, both among 

                                                
30 Ibid., 166. 
31 Kevan Harris, “The Rise of the Subcontractor State: Politics of Pseudo-

Privatization in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” International Journal of Middle East 
Studies 45 (2013): 61. 

32 Harris, A Social Revolution, 168. 
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ordinary people as well as the elites who came to power. Yet the popularization of a 

discourse of capitalism—fruit of the work of a revolutionary left including Marxist and 

Islamic variants—was ironically though unsurprisingly followed by refashioned forms of 

capitalist accumulation under the Islamic Republic despite the new elites’ use of this 

discourse. To offer one example, charitable religious endowments—known as bonyads 

(foundations)33—sprang up in the country after the revolution and collected the 

expropriated wealth of the ousted monarchist elite. By 2000, however, one of the most 

major bonyads had assets amounting to $12 billion as the country’s largest real estate 

developer and construction company. The same bonyad owned one-half of the entire 

hotel industry and four hundred companies that produced a wide range of goods, 

including textiles, glass containers, soft drinks, motor oil, tires, sugar, and dairy 

products.34  

 The bonyads, which have been the main buyers of the state-owned enterprises in 

the government’s privatization drive, are only part of the story of contemporary 

capitalism in Iran. A new class of elites has also been enriched among military-and 

intelligence-linked contractors, including the Revolutionary Guard, members of whom 

have won contracts to large swathes of the gas and oil industry.35 The increased avenues 

for wealth among these sectors engender resentment among the populace, particularly 

among underemployed young people. Mahmoud Ahmadinejad became president in 2005, 

                                                
 33 these religious endowments are forms of the Islamic concept of waqf in which 
individuals donate assets, including land and property for charitable causes, and do not intend to 
reclaim the assets or profit from them 
 34 Suzanne Maloney, “Agents or Obstacles? Parastatal Foundations and Challenges for 
Iranian Development” in The Economy of Iran: Dilemmas of an Islamic State (London: I.B. 
Tauris, 2000), cited in Nomani and Behdad, Class and Labor in Iran, 45. 
 35 Saïd Amir Arjomand, After Khomeini: Iran Under His Successors, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 153-154; also see Nomani and Behdad, Class and Labor in Iran, 211. 
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a self-proclaimed “principalist” who positioned himself against the reformists’ supposed 

betrayal of the “principles” of the revolution. While he struck a populist tone reverent 

towards the ordinary masses, in reality he maintained a close alliance with the bonyads 

and his election mobilized constituencies in and linked to the Revolutionary Guard.36 

Ahmadinejad also rode into power as a chunk of the electorate stayed home in 2005, 

disillusioned by the failure of the reformists to deliver on their promises. Two years 

earlier in 2003, reformists boycotted the 2003 local elections to protest the unfair vetting 

practices of the Guardian Council, a body of clergy that vets candidates for elected office. 

As a result, reformists lost many seats and in response to this, they again boycotted 

elections in 2004, this time of the national parliament (Majlis). In the presidential election 

of 2005, only 62% of the electorate came out to the polls, a much lower percentage than 

the 80% turnout in the 1997 election that brought the reformists to power.37 Former 

President Akbar Rafsanjani, who had initiated an aggressive privatization onslaught in 

the 1990s, was the opposition candidate and many people’s vote for Ahmadinejad was 

more a vote against Rafsanjani, who by then was perceived as a self-interested 

plutocrat.38 These developments prompt a need to name and analyze capitalism in 

scholarship on Iran. 

Gender Politics in the Post-Revolutionary Period 

 While class has been under-analyzed in studies of social movements in Iran since 

the Khatami era, its links to gender politics and the women’s movement have remained 

even more obscured. The most prominent grassroots campaign of the women’s 
                                                
 36 Saeid Golkar, Captive Society: The Basij Militia and Social Control in Iran, (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2015); see also Nomani and Behdad, Class and Labor in Iran, 
62.  
 37 Rostami-Povey, Iran’s Influence, 5. 
 38 Nomani and Behdad, Class and Labor in Iran, 212. 
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movement during the 2000s was the “One Million Signatures Campaign to Change Laws 

that Discriminate Against Women,” launched one year into Ahmadinejad's presidency. 

On the surface, the One Million Signatures Campaign was about reforming civil laws, 

mostly family laws that highly limited women’s rights in matters of divorce, inheritance, 

and child custody, among other areas. Yet in the course of research for this project, as I 

collected oral histories from younger activists involved in this grassroots initiative, I 

found that many of the Campaign’s younger key leaders identified as leftists and 

socialists who had cut their teeth among the ranks of a growing dissident student left at 

the universities in the 2000s. In addition to the Campaign, they had been politicized in 

collaborations with independent illegal labor unions and had founded student publications 

with a left bent that sought to link students’ burgeoning political consciousness at the 

time with both the women’s movement and recurring episodes of labor unrest. My study 

explores these political debates, particularly as they unfolded from the vantage point of 

the younger key leaders in the decade’s most prominent and internationally visible 

campaign of the women’s movement. These were a diverse group of activists, including 

part-time contract workers for the Tehran municipality, editors of workers’ rights journals 

and student journals, youth who were the first generation in their family to attend 

university, and political prisoners who had formed relationships in prison with other 

women who were working-class social prisoners. Commentary on Iranian protest, both in 

Iran and in the West, often considers “women,” “students,” and “labor” as discrete 

spheres which have shaped street politics in the country. I argue that these spheres have 

intersected and cross-fertilized political consciousness among many young activists. 
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 The cohort of young activists who would go on to play significant roles in the 

women’s movement starting in 2006 with the launch of the One Million Signatures 

Campaign were politicized earlier in the decade as they entered university. They formed 

their political consciousness at a time when left groups and Marxist political currents 

were experiencing a resurgence at some universities for the first time since the 1979 

Revolution. Around 2003, national newspapers, published with a conservative state line 

often in support of the most right-wing branches of the state, published on this resurgence 

with anxiety. Kayhan, the major national newspaper, wrote anxiously and disparagingly 

about the rise of what it called “neo-Marxist” formations in the student movement, 

particularly in Tehran. Other prominent newspapers at the time, such as Resaalat, chimed 

in, reporting on the ills represented by this new left. Other activists in the student 

movement during this period also sought to reclaim Islam from the state, invoking the 

teachings of pre-revolutionary figures such as Ali Shari’ati who combined socialist ideas 

with Islamic teachings. In effect, those political ideologies, which had been part of the 

coalition powering the 1979 revolution, and which had subsequently lost out during the 

repression that followed the formation of a clergy-led Islamic Republic, were rehashed 

and transformed in the hands of the post-revolutionary generation.  

 After all, the Iranian Revolution was one of the twentieth century’s classical 

revolutions: mass participation fueled a movement which overthrew the existing regime 

and replaced it with newly minted governmental structures and a different sector of elites. 

The revolution was truly popular. Over the fall and winter of 1978/1979, the massive 

demonstrations, street battles, and strikes contained people from a majority of segments 

of Iranian society. The system that replaced the monarchy was based on a Shi’i Islamic 
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political theory, developed by Ruhollah Khomeini, known as Guardianship of the Jurist 

(velayat-e faqi). Under this system, the highest office in the land was that of Supreme 

Jurist or Leader, while other offices such as that of president and members of parliament 

were determined by popular election, though candidates were vetted by a powerful body 

of Shi’i jurists. Yet at the time of the revolution as well as during its immediate 

aftermath, not many ordinary people had heard of or knew very much about the fairly 

esoteric theory of “guardianship of the jurist.” The broad-based revolutionary coalition, 

which included Khomeini and his followers in the clerical establishment, revolutionary 

left forces, and nationalist modernizers, each made moves to maintain the coalition and a 

united front.  

 The tenuousness of the coalition can be seen in the oscillations of Khomeini 

himself during a women’s uprising in March 1979. Initially planned as a March 8th 

Women’s Day rally in celebration of the revolutionary victory, the gathering became a 

protest wave of tens of thousands due to Khomeini’s calls for government offices to 

mandate women workers wear hijab, and his measures banning women from serving as 

judges and repealing the modicum of women's rights contained in the existing family 

law. In response to the uprising, Khomeini initially reneged on his call regarding hijab. 

Yet many of the women protesters were also careful not to criticize Khomeini too harshly 

and discussed their opposition to these measures in understated tones. One speaker 

addressing the crowd declared, “We have heard that they say that we are 

counterrevolutionaries; that we are anti-hijab; that we are defending the old constitution; 

that we incite division. We reject all these accusations. We have never denounced 

hijab…We are against coercion of any kind, Reza Khan’s coercion to remove the hijab, 



 

17 
 

 

and coercion to reinstitute it.”39 In other words, both Khomeini and these women 

protesters were making quick decisions to calibrate their actions, perceiving the mass 

movement to be vulnerable to maneuvers by international and U.S.-backed forces. Most 

leftist organizations, too, had to make quick decisions about how vigorously to support 

Khomeini and how deftly to criticize some of his positions. (Several leftist organizations, 

however, refused to recognize Khomeini’s leadership from the outset and never called the 

revolution triumphant.)  

Yet Khomeini and many in the clerical establishment also acted according to the 

same concern for unity and the same sensitive climate. Aside from temporarily reneging 

on his call for hijab in response to protests, Khomeini, too, contradicted himself on the 

role of the clergy in politics. While he clearly advocated for “guardianship of the jurist” 

in his 1971 book Islamic Government, in Paris 1978—months before the victory of 

revolution—he declared that the clergy were to play only an advisory role in guiding the 

state, and were not to be in charge of the state.40 He held this position until a commitment 

to “guardianship of the jurist” was officially passed by the newly created Assembly of 

Experts41 on September 12, 1979.  

 These oscillations, too, show that Khomeini sensed the sensitivity of the situation, 

indeed sensed that “guardianship of the jurist” might incite controversy if not advanced 

cautiously. He understood the diversity of political actors on the ground and made moves 

according to the unpredictable exigencies of keeping revolutionary momentum. He also 

made a measured decision to maintain the coalition when shifting from the concept of 

                                                
 39 Behrooz Ghamari-Tabrizi, Foucault in Iran: Islamic Revolution after the 
Enlightenment (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2016), 132.  
 40 Ibid., 101. 
 41 the body whose main role is to elect the Supreme Jurist (currently Ali Khamenei) 
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“Islamic Government,” where jurists would take on a more absolute role, to that of an 

“Islamic Republic,” in which many posts would be popularly elected.42 Behrooz 

Ghamari-Tabrizi argues that Khomeini made the consecutive attacks on women’s rights 

in March 1979 because he wanted to placate more socially conservative forces in the 

clerical establishment as a move to consolidate his power, given that his “brand of 

liberation theology remained marginal in the seminaries.”43 This would have been 

another ad hoc negotiation to maintain the coalition. Yet, this framing would assume that 

if the most conservative clerics were not a factor, the setbacks for women might not have 

happened.  

Here we might be tempted to get into the realm of questions around belief versus 

strategy: Did Khomeini really believe at moments in his intellectual development that 

clerics should play an advisory and not leading role in the state or were these moves to 

optimize the conditions of revolution? Did the leftists who participated in the March 1979 

women’s uprising really believe in Khomeini’s leadership or were these delicate moves 

to refrain from airing dirty laundry in front of U.S. and imperialist actors waiting for the 

right moment to derail the revolution? Scholars can only answer these questions by a 

close reading of the archives and oral histories of people who participated in the events. 

Yet what is clear is that the revolution had created an ethos; people were optimistic for 

their liberation. For a moment, a large number of contradictory revolutionary ideals 

existed side-by-side: socialism, Marxist-Leninism, Islamic liberation theology, 

charismatic anti-imperialist religious authority, republicanism, and electoral democracy. 

This pluralism, characteristic yet short-lived in the immediate weeks and months 

                                                
 42 Ghamari-Tabrizi, Foucault in Iran, 99.  
 43 Ibid., 124.  
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following revolution, suggested that anything was possible; the lines were not drawn. 

What hybrid form of government would emerge as an example for the world inspired 

continued excitement and dreaming. This pluralism could not survive, however, when it 

came time to etch the structure of the state on paper and in stone, to translate fervor into 

the legalistic terms of state-building. The new state indeed could not be all of these 

things; there would be winners and losers. 

 When the post-revolutionary generation entered university in the late 1990s and 

early 2000s, many yearned to uncover histories of the revolution that had been silenced 

by the official state narrative. Women students took part in a resurgence of political 

activities and debates that cited earlier experiences of both Marxist political groups and 

religious intellectual movements demonized as heretical by right-wing clergy and 

religious leaders. From one side, the Khatami administration expanded press freedoms in 

response to the insistent protest of youth, while from the other, right-wing state forces 

arrested and repressed intellectuals and social activists and closed down publications. 

While women students’ leadership in these activities and debates is the subject of Chapter 

3, I also show throughout this study that women of the post-revolutionary generation 

would go on to intervene in the women’s movement, shaping debates within that arena 

via the political radicalism they had honed during their student days. In these women’s 

movement campaigns, I argue that this cohort expanded debates within organizing spaces 

beyond both Western liberal and Islamic feminist frames. They were informed by both 

Iranian and transnational traditions of radical political thought. 

Feminisms and Iran 
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 Women’s rights in Iran are often viewed, particularly in Western scholarship, 

within prisms of liberal feminism or Islamic feminism. Yet the Iranian case complicates 

this dichotomy and calls for a more nuanced analysis, given that women’s rights 

discourses take place within an Islamic Republic that blends institutions of electoral 

republicanism with Islamic governance. The example of Iranian family law shows that 

the distinction between Islamic feminism and Western liberal feminism becomes harder 

and harder to make out. While women used the discourses of shari’a to support their 

interests, they also petitioned centralized courts that administered civil laws that had gone 

through significant changes and bureaucratization. Iran’s legal system blends Belgian and 

French models of (secular) civil law with a form of shari’a law that is open to 

interpretation by judges. As recently as the 19th century under the Qajar dynasty, Iranian 

law was administered through a decentralized body of Muslim scholars and jurists known 

as the ulama, not through a centralized state judicial system.44 This was a highly 

personalized and non-uniform system in which religious scholars of shari’a law acted as 

independent judges and delivered rulings. The 1906 constitutional revolution replaced an 

absolute monarchy with a constitutional one that used the Belgian and French legal 

systems as a model for the nascent constitutional structures.45 Later, the Pahlavi 

monarchy constructed a centralized judicial system that effectively made shari’a law 

more standardized and bureaucratized. Under the Islamic Republic, a more thorough 

form of bureaucratized shari’a was melded with the earlier French and Belgian structures 

of centralized civil law that had been inherited from the pre-revolutionary period. At least 

in Iran, the example of family court shows that contesting laws regarding women using 
                                                
 44 Arzoo Osanloo, The Politics of Women’s Rights in Iran, (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2009), 65-66. 
 45 Ibid., 68.  
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an Islamic frame is consonant with contesting the law using a Western liberal legal 

frame. The majority of divorce petitions in the country are filed by women, despite a 

structure that affords men much higher power with regards to divorce.46 In this melding 

of shari’a with centralized civil law, religious judges trained in religious seminaries are 

aided by law clerks trained in secular universities on civil administration.47  

 Anthropologist Arzoo Osanloo argues that the case of family court shows the 

emergence of a “new kind of dialogue in Iran, one that has the trappings of civil legal 

liberalism, but is simultaneously sanctioned by Islamic values.”48 She claims,  

State actors within the Islamic Republic ultimately answered the prayers 
for greater legal uniformity, and hence transparency and predictability, by 
making what [Said] Arjomand calls a ‘historic’ decision. The religious 
leaders of the new republic decided to administer the shari’a through the 
European civil law system, the model of judicial organization inherited 
from the previous government. The ironic result of creating an Islamic 
state that aimed to return Islam to the people was that the merger of the 
shari’a with a civil legal process ultimately brought about the end of the 
traditional system of Islamic justice.49 

 
 Some women’s rights activists, however, have been ambivalent with regards to 

the question of Islam. According to activist Noushin Khorasani, for example, the 

reconciliation of Islam and feminism “is the reconciliation of feminism with millions of 

Muslims who live with their religion, but who do not seek to draw their power, identity, 

and legitimacy from it.” On the other hand, others have been more committed to an 

Islamic reading, citing Islamic jurists and clerics in the country that had supported calls 

for women’s rights from an Islamic perspective, such as Ayatollah Bojnurdi and 

Ayatollah Saneii, with the latter advocating the right of women to be Friday Prayer 

                                                
 46 Ibid., 133. 
 47 Ibid., 126. 
 48 Ibid., 64.  
 49 Saïd Arjomand, cited in Osanloo, The Politics of Women’s Rights in Iran, 126. 
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leaders and high-ranking clerics who can attain the highest political office of Leader or 

Guardian Jurist.50 Right-wing forces in the clergy have stripped Saneii along with the 

lower-ranking cleric Mohsen Saedzadeh, who had lectured in support of a “modern 

religious law” (fegh-e modern) and “Islamic feminism,” of their clerical titles. In turn, 

supporters in the clergy of both have disputed and rejected the revocation of their titles.51  

 Relatedly, in her ethnography of women’s rights in Iran, Osanloo explored the 

proliferation of ordinary laywomen’s Quranic meetings/reading circles, or jaleseh, in 

Tehran. Traditionally, the concept of ijtihad connotes “independent juridical 

interpretation” and rulings by religious scholars “based on Quranic principles,” allowing 

religious experts to rule on social matters that are not explicit in the Quran.52 In the lay 

women’s jalasehs, however, ordinary women practiced their own form of ijtihad contrary 

to the traditional understanding of the concept as solely the domain of religious experts 

and scholars. In this way, ijtihad was becoming popularized and increasingly untethered 

from its expert moorings. Yet at least one leader of a Quranic circle mentioned to 

participants that the group was open to people of varying levels of religiosity and 

commitment to Islam, again representing an ambivalence with regards to any 

religious/secular divide. 

 The matter is even more complicated if one applies a lens of materialist feminism, 

the variant of feminism that roots patriarchy in the sexual division of household and 
                                                
 50 Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani, Iranian Women’s One Million Signatures Campaign for 
Equality: The Inside Story (Bethesda: Women’s Learning Partnership, 2009), 109; see also M. 
Lutfi, “The Women’s Mufti: Interview with Grand Ayatollah Yousef Saanei,” 
<http://www.aawsat.com/english/news.asp?section=3&id=8554>. 
 51 Ziba Mir-Hosseini, Islam and Gender: The Religious Debate in Contemporary Iran, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 247-72; see also Ervand Abrahamian, “The Islamic 
Left: From Radicalism to Liberalism,” in Reformers and Revolutionaries in Modern Iran: New 
Perspectives on the Iranian Left, ed. Stephanie Cronin (New York: Routledge, 2004), 276. 
 52 Osanloo, The Politics of Women’s Rights in Iran, 228.  
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reproductive labor under a capitalist mode of production. In regards to this question, it is 

important to note instances in Iranian law under the Islamic Republic that acknowledge 

gendered labor. The legal innovation of ojrat-al-mesl, post-divorce maintenance akin to 

the concept of alimony, literally translated as compensation in-kind, allows Iranian 

women whose husbands seek a divorce to claim monetary compensation for domestic 

services they rendered during the marriage.53 This law, and the Islamic bases upon which 

it was based, recognize and name the fact that reproductive labor, including homemaking, 

childrearing, and other forms of care a wife offers a husband, adds economic value to the 

lives of all family members and is thus worthy of compensation in the event of divorce. 

Iranian lawyers who sought to limit men’s unilateral rights to divorce successfully pushed 

for this law and framed it within Islamic principles. These included ideas that shari’a 

does not require women to work in their homes, interpretations of Quranic passages and 

other Islamic texts which hold that women can be compensated for household labor and 

child-raising, that they are not required to breastfeed their children and if they do they can 

be entitled to compensation from the father, and advice that encourages men to hire 

domestic help for wives if they have the financial means to do so.54 The creation of the 

ojrat-al-mesl law and the Islamic bases upon which it was justified indicate that there is a 

history in Islam of naming and acknowledging, if partially, the economic value of the 

sexual division of labor. Of course laws like ojrat-al mesl do not disturb the capitalist 

mode of production; they simply name gender’s centrality to it. Nonetheless, despite 

being seen by some as a liberal innovation in Iranian family law that improves women’s 

                                                
 53 Ibid., 139. 
 54 Ibid., 140; see also F. Etemad Moghadam, “Women and Social Protest in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran,” in Gender in Contemporary Iran: Pushing the Boundaries, ed. Roxana 
Bahramitash and Eric Hooglund (New York: Routledge, 2011), 42. 
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position, F. Etemad Moghadam argues that conservative forces have used the law to 

argue that if men are liable to compensate women’s labor, then they should have control 

over their labor time and over whether they work outside the home at all.  

Other examples too allow us to apply a materialist feminist lens. Pension laws, for 

example, have customarily allowed women to receive at least a percentage and in some 

cases the full pension of a deceased husband.55 Yet men have not been traditionally 

entitled to the pensions of deceased wives, again based on the patriarchal notion that men 

are breadwinners and do not need such financial support. This affects those men 

especially who are disabled or otherwise unable to provide for themselves and would 

greatly benefit from receiving the pension of a deceased wife. Osanloo recounts the 

perspective of an Iranian lawyer who mentioned the example of a woman dying of 

leukemia, leaving a husband who was much older than her and in ill health without a 

means to provide for himself. In this way, working men, too, are marginalized by the 

residual effects of these gender mentalities and norms. Such an anecdote adds more 

dimensions of analysis to the relationship between gender, capitalism, and masculinity. 

 The post-revolutionary generation, through their own concerted will to 

consciousness and experience of street politics, not only contested and intervened in these 

intellectual debates. They have inherited their country’s intergenerational struggles, made 

political interventions, and carried the practice of street politics into the contemporary 

moment. This study is based in part, though not exclusively, on oral histories I conducted 

with many of the younger key leaders of the period’s most prominent grassroots women’s 

rights initiative, the 2006-2008 One Million Signatures Campaign to Change Laws that 
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Discriminate Against Women. Below, I explicate my methodology with particular 

attention to why and how I came to focus on this group and this Campaign in particular 

as a nodal point to my explorations regarding gender politics among the post-

revolutionary generation. My oral histories with young activists who were among the 

younger leaders of that project cannot be taken to speak wholesale for the movements in 

which they participated; however, they do offer one important vantage point through 

which to view intersecting grassroots struggles and linkages between class and gender 

politics in Iran. Such a vantage point foregrounds gender politics in an analysis of 

resistance to state repression broadly. 

 

Methodology 

 I have used an interdisciplinary methodology in this study that is worth noting in 

some detail. In February 2011, revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt and other parts of the Arab 

world were in full force. I was living in New York at the time and quickly became 

immersed in the vibrant scene of political forums, debates, and actions related to the 

revolutionary movements in Southwest Asia and North Africa, often led by migrants of 

varying generations from the region. In Iran, thousands of people had taken to the streets 

inspired by the Arab revolts, hoping to reignite the Green Movement uprising that had 

seen millions take the streets of Tehran and other cities a year before. Amidst these 

developments, a group was formed among New York-based Iranians known as Iran 

Forum (which later led to the formation of the Havaar Iranian Initiative Against 

Sanctions, War, and State Repression) to discuss the protest movements in Iran. Its 

participants were mostly recent immigrants within the last several years, many of whom 
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were active participants in the student movement in Iran in the heady late 1990s up until 

the late 2000s. The Raha Iranian Feminist Collective, a group of Iranians and Iranian-

American feminists, was also very active in New York particularly during this charged 

moment. 

 My own consciousness was heavily impacted by the conversations and political 

work in which I participated with Iranians in these and other organizations. Groups like 

Raha, Iran Forum, and the later Havaar were diasporic formations powered by Iranians of 

varying migrant generations. Thus they were transnational in the sense that they reflected 

multiple sets of concerns among Iranians: 1) building principled solidarity for democratic 

movements in Iran, from which many activists had only recently migrated or were 

otherwise temporarily in the United States on student visas; 2) ending U.S. imperial 

aggression against Iranians through sanctions and war; 3) and increasingly battling 

xenophobia against Iranians in the United States. Iranian activists in the Unites States 

face a particular bind relative to the position of Iran in global geopolitics. When they 

organize support in the diaspora for democratic movements in their country and against 

Iranian state repression, they have to deal with forces of the U.S. government 

appropriating and distorting their actions as part of U.S. imperialist anti-Iranian rhetoric. 

Those in Iran face this bind in an even more heightened context. The Iranian state 

represses protest in part through branding movement participants as agents of the West 

and Israel. Thus, it becomes increasingly more difficult, yet necessary, to battle these 

polarities and act upon nuanced positions that support struggles against inequality and 

injustice in Iran while also working against the cynicism and aggressions of the U.S. 

imperialist project. This is particularly so given that U.S. sanctions have taken an 



 

27 
 

 

immense economic toll on Iranians at home as well as Iranian citizens abroad. Further, 

the devastating impact of a potential U.S. or Israeli invasion is something many think 

about every day. Many of us in the diaspora have family in Iran, making the stakes of war 

and sanctions highly palpable. 

While I was in New York, it was these binds that allowed Iranians in groups like 

Raha and Havaar to produce nuanced political positions. One example of this was a 

protest organized by Havaar, at the United Nations General Assembly in New York in 

September 2012, at which Ahmadinejad was in attendance. Protesters held a large 

cardboard poster, taller than the demonstrators holding it, showing the looming faces of 

three heads of state. Black print at the top sang a unified message from these three men: 

“We do not care about the Iranian people.” Underneath these words, Israeli Prime 

Minister Benjamin Netanyahu says, “I want to bomb them and strengthen my apartheid 

state...” Next to him, Barack Obama, president of the United States, just one month shy 

of reelection, declares, “I sanction and punish them...” Next to Obama, the figure of 

Ahmadinejad chimes in, “I torture and silence them.”56 Havaar made clear that despite 

the bitter antagonism between Iran and the U.S.-Israel alliance, what the three states 

ultimately share is their disregard for Iranian lives and their desire to control, co-opt, and 

repress the sociopolitical dreams and aspirations of ordinary Iranians. It was entirely 

common for an Iranian on a student visa in these spaces to have had their bank account 

closed as a result of U.S. sanctions, to have been imprisoned in Iran at one point during 

protests in the student movement, and to face discrimination by the growing xenophobia 

                                                
56 Havaar Iranian Initiative Against War, Sanctions, and State Repression, 
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in the United States against migrants from Muslim-majority countries. These are indeed 

transnational fields of repression and violence.  

Articulating strong anti-imperialist positions while maintaining a consistent 

politics that supported resistance movements in Iran were at the heart of the debates that I 

experienced when I lived in New York in 2010 and 2011. In March 2012 at the meeting 

of the United National Anti-War Conference, members of Raha spoke about the need to 

include a message of solidarity with Iranian people fighting for democratic freedoms as 

part of the broader message denouncing war and sanctions against Iran. They were voted 

down by the overall body, which consisted of mostly white Americans.57 In part, these 

debates affected how I came to view myself in this study as an Iranian-American whose 

primary interlocuters have been people in Iran who have taken part in street politics while 

also facing the brunt of U.S.-led sanctions and the devastating threat of war. These 

realities make the need for a principled anti-imperialism and politics of solidarity highly 

pressing. Even as I began writing this study, I found myself at first avoiding the question 

of my own positionality because I felt that for Americans, my background as someone of 

Iranian descent would be taken to represent the authentic voice of Iran, while my position 

as a U.S.-born person would give more fodder to the false claims that Iranian movements 

are not homegrown and are produced by “agents” of the West. I was thus shaped by the 

powerful alternatives that people in groups like Raha and Havaar and many social 

activists in Iran practiced. 

                                                
57 Danny Postel, “Iran, the Left and the Non-Aligned Movement: A Guide for the 

Perplexed,” Huffington Post (2012), https://www.huffingtonpost.com/danny-postel/non-
aligned-movement_b_1874262.html  
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Through my participation in Iran Forum and through building relationships with 

people in these groups, I eventually was introduced to over sixty young Iranians both 

inside and outside Iran who had participated significantly in the student movement as 

well as the 2006-2008 One Million Signatures Campaign of the women’s movement. 

Some of the feminists active in Raha had been former One Million Signatures 

campaigners. Because of these connections, the 2006-2008 Campaign became a nodal 

point for my explorations in this study of street politics in Iran. The contacts I met were 

mostly in some way connected to that project, yet as activists they had been formed by 

overlapping spaces that included women’s rights groups, student organizations, and 

illegal workers’ syndicates and labor unions. It was through these contacts that I 

conducted fifteen oral histories, mostly with key leaders of the One Million Signatures 

Campaign, most of whom continue to reside in Iran. My study is not an ethnography of 

the One Million Signatures Campaign nor of social movements in Iran during the first 

decade and a half of the 2000s, however, as I was not embedded in the “field” of Iranian 

civil protest for a lengthy period of time. Rather, the oral histories I conducted helped me 

to anchor my research questions around the intersection of class and gender 

consciousness among the post-revolutionary generation.  

The One Million Signatures Campaign was the most popular and visible project 

of the women’s rights movement in Iran during the 2000s. Similar to the experiences of 

the student movement during this period, the One Million Signatures Campaign, active 

from 2006-2009, offered many in the post-revolutionary generation major lessons in 

political work. It was a project powered by hundreds of active volunteers over the span of 

three years. Its main model was one of face-to-face community organizing; signature 
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gathering was utilized as a tool to engage ordinary everyday Iranians of varying 

backgrounds, in parks, public squares, subways, buses, neighborhoods, and homes. In this 

way, the Campaign aimed for mass politics, rather than a top-down model of increasing 

women in political office or a select group lobbying politicians for legislative changes. 

For many in the post-revolutionary generation, this was the first grassroots political 

initiative beyond an election cycle that sought a popular mandate for social change. It 

was one of the most sustained single activist campaigns of the first decade of the 2000s in 

Iran, and while even its own volunteers debate how much of an influence it had in fueling 

the eventual post-election uprising in 2009 in which millions of Iranians poured into the 

streets, there is agreement that the Campaign played a substantial role in increasing 

networks and capacity for mass mobilization. The ambitious goal of collecting one 

million signatures, one in seventy Iranians at the time, was a reflection of the confidence 

that key leaders and core volunteers felt at the possibility that their people would stand 

with them. Knowing that there would be arrests, intimidation, police repression, and 

imprisonment, these volunteers rose to the challenge of convincing their neighbors to add 

their name to the list of signatures. 

 The Campaign’s central demand was to reform laws in Iran’s Civil and Penal 

Codes that were disadvantageous towards women. What this meant was that the initiative 

had to also be a political education campaign in which ordinary Iranians could learn 

about specific laws and their implications for women. Campaign literature sought to 

educate around laws which were clustered into ten categories: marriage, divorce, child 

custody, number of marriage partners, age of criminal responsibility, citizenship, blood 

money (diyeh), inheritance, violence against women, and bearing witness in court. The 
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original 106 signatories who launched the project in August 2006 included some notable 

and famous figures in Iran. These included filmmakers such as Bani-Etemad, who has 

been called the First Lady of Iranian Cinema, Tahmineh Milani who has tackled women’s 

issues and domestic violence as well as controversial subjects such as the revolution, and 

Jafar Panahi, a Cannes-winning internationally renowned filmmaker, many of whose 

films also reveal class stratification in Iranian society. Among the signatories were other 

well-known figures, such as the famed female poet Simin Behbahani who in her youth 

was a member of the youth organization of the Communist Tudeh party during the 1940s. 

The prominent socialist economist Fariborz Raisdana also signed the statement. Other 

signatories included women who had become nationally known after establishing 

themselves in the 1980s and 1990s as proponents of women’s rights, such as Nobel 

Laureate Shirin Ebadi, the publisher Shahla Lahiji, and founder of the major women’s 

magazine Zanaan Shahla Sherkat. While these were some of the most well-known and 

famous names, over one hundred other original signatories formed the founding core 

ranks of the Campaign. A number of the younger key leaders were among the individuals 

whom offered me their oral histories for this study. 

 The Campaign had its origins in a protest in Tehran on June 12, 2006. On that 

day, a gathering in support of women’s rights was held in Haft-e Tir Square to mark 

Iranian Women’s Unity Day. The peaceful protest was violently broken up by security 

forces and over seventy men and women were arrested. It was the first time, as far as 

protesters knew, that women police officers along with men were used to beat and arrest 

demonstrators. The state’s response to the protest escalated the rise of what would 

eventually become the Campaign that summer. Over several weeks after the gathering, 
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activists published three documents: 1) a petition for legal reform; 2) a plan for the 

Campaign that describes the methods and goals that can be used to achieve the legal 

changes; and 3) a more in-depth pamphlet titled The Effects of Laws on Women’s Lives 

which, along with the petition, was to be the project’s major instrument of political 

education.58 These documents were finalized over the summer of 2006. The “One Million 

Signatures Campaign to Reform Discriminatory Laws Against Women” was officially 

launched on August 27, 2006 with a public seminar titled “The Effects of Laws on 

Women’s Lives.” On that day, the petition was unveiled with 106 initial signers, 

including the well-known figures discussed above as well as a large cadre of unknown 

younger activists.59 Signature gathering came into full force over the next three months 

until the first general meeting of Campaign members and activists was held in Tehran on 

December 14. At this point, individuals began actively expanding the project throughout 

the provinces. In late December, Kermanshah, a province that hosts a large Kurdish 

population, became the first province outside of Tehran to launch the Campaign, at a 

training workshop with thirty core activists. The Northern city of Rasht soon followed in 

February 2007.  

 Over the next two years, signature gathering in parks, neighborhoods, buses, 

shops, and public squares continued along with protests and many arrests, with some 

prison terms lasting a few months, though at least one Campaigner served a four-year 

prison term. Participants hoped the project would take the women’s movement beyond 

the civil society institutions and NGOs that had dominated women’s rights discourse in 

                                                
 58 Khorasani, Iranian Women’s One Million Signatures Campaign for Equality, 5-6. 
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Iran up until that point. I spoke with Tara, a key leader in the Campaign, who discussed 

how activists were thus challenged by the ambitious grassroots nature of the project:  

We could not imagine that after one month, there would be at least 300 
volunteers. And it was so strange that all these people had spilled in and, 
no one had thought about creating a committee that would support this 
influx. To train them on how to go and collect signatures. We ourselves, 
had never done such a thing, and now we were supposed to train others. 
Everything was progressing so quickly, the pressure of the work all of a 
sudden increased—Imagine in the span of four months, we went to six or 
seven provincial capitals and did political education work. It was so 
strange, the extent to which the work had increased. Within the first year, 
when we had counted the number of workshops, around sixty workshops 
had been organized. In the span of less than a year actually. You know, all 
of a sudden the volume of the work just expanded, in the first three 
months of the Campaign. The first arrest happened in December.  
 

Firoozeh, a core activist in a provincial capital outside Tehran, discussed the broad nature 

of the coalition:  

There was a type of coalition. From Islamic feminists to liberal to leftist, it 
was truly like this. Though a substantial section of the critique against us 
came from left feminists…But you see, another section of left feminists 
were also actually part of the initial founders of the Campaign, part of the 
first Campaigners. 
 

The meaning of the terms “left,” “liberal,” and “Islamic” depended largely on the person 

one was speaking to. Most of the younger leaders had joined while in university, where 

left spaces and women’s spaces were two of the most active political spaces on many 

university campuses. Many of these individuals came from student left groups in 

universities across Tehran and some other cities. Ali also described the widespread nature 

of the coalition, lauding “the dynamism of it, in spite of the fact that the spectrum of 

feminists was huge. From the most right to the most left, they were all there.” Some of 

the founders of the campaign identified with the label feminist while others did not.  



 

34 
 

 

Once people were united around the common goal of reforming the law, however, 

these labels were not always pronounced. Kamyar, for example, described the ways in 

which the Campaign brought a large number of people into grassroots politics for the first 

time: 

One part of the issue is that you see, these labels of Islamic and liberal and 
left are not operational for everyone. Not everyone sees themselves in 
these terms. Many do. But as Tara was saying if we say that the Campaign 
had 300 volunteers [after the first month], only 30 or 40 were so clear on 
their own politics around what kind of feminist they were. And would go 
with this hat and do work. People were not very involved in these 
questions, they wanted to go do work. 
 

When I asked many of these young leaders why they got involved, they said that one of 

the major reasons was the tactic of “going to the people,” to make a movement truly 

popular. The individuals felt that up until that point, the reform movement was a top-

down movement focused on certain charismatic politicians, chiefly Mohammad Khatami 

who was elected to the presidency in 1997, and the only opportunities for popular 

mobilization were during election seasons and campaigns. Between elections, there were 

up and down waves of repression and censorship. Many of the young Campaigners had 

seen firsthand the ways in which Khatami was powerless to stop the repression of 

widespread student protesters in 1999. A signature gathering campaign, then, provided an 

opportunity for popular mobilization beyond the support of charismatic leaders in the 

reform movement who had let the student movement down in 1999.  

The Campaign never idealized or endorsed reformist politicians. While it 

certainly was a formation that emerged in opposition to the “principlist” socially 

conservative administration of Ahmadinejad, it was powered by a blend of civil society 

and student organizations, not by reformists who had already been in the establishment. 
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More importantly, it drew in countless individuals who were independent volunteers, and 

who had no affiliation to an NGO, activist group, or reformist campaign. Of course some 

of the most well-seasoned and famous activists, such as Nobel laureate Shirin Ebadi, 

directed women’s NGOs and official civil society associations that had state permits for 

operation (these permits were often revoked). Yet many of these official civil society 

associations were not responsive to outside community members who wanted to get 

involved. The campaign, while not able to free itself entirely from the existing structure 

of women’s established civil society groups, did provide countless volunteers with an 

opportunity to become politically active outside those established groups. The aim of 

building infrastructure at the popular level beyond electoral institutions—building 

neighborhood committees and popular women’s councils—was a challenging one, 

though something Campaigners strove to realize. Pushing oppositional politics beyond 

the relatively acceptable realm of supporting a reformist candidate in office caused 

concern among authorities. Tara recalled the remarks of an interrogator one of the times 

she was arrested for gathering signatures: “You all do not want to gather one million 

signatures. You want to bring one million people into the streets.” 

 The women’s movement of the 2000s, of which the One Million Signatures 

Campaign of 2006-2008 was a major part, transformed the scene of popular mobilization 

in Iran by the end of the decade. In the end, the Campaign gathered 100,000 signatures. 

While this is a fraction of the population of Iran, it is important to note that Campaigners 

reached one-tenth of the ambitious goal they had set for themselves. Though it did not 

result in achieving its legal aims, it was arguably the process of organizing that was 

extremely fruitful, especially for young people eager to have their shot at grassroots 



 

36 
 

 

mobilization. Campaigners formed channels for participation outside established civil 

society organizations and reformist election cycles. They repurposed a model of face-to-

face organizing in Iran where gender politics was at the center. They had divisions, self-

critiques, and flaws along with intense horizontal and diffuse structures for participation, 

all of which presented them with immense challenges. Most importantly, they debated 

within a politically expansive coalition, but their debates also impacted political 

developments across the nation such that the 2009 popular protests centered women 

participants more visibly than earlier iterations of street politics in the Islamic Republic. 

Keeping the positives and the negatives together in one’s mind—both the achievements 

but also the lessons learned—was the hard yet necessary part for activists about reflecting 

on the Campaign. As Ali said, “It is both hard and we’re always thinking about it: If we 

want to bring about another movement, it has to be one step ahead of that experience. 

And this is hard work.” 

 The One Million Signatures Campaign, given the widespread participation of 

young people within it, thus provides a crucial intersection to explore the linkages 

between student activism and gender politics. The socioeconomic background of 

individuals with whom I conducted oral histories varied. Many were raised by parents 

who were public sector and industrial workers including electricians and teachers. Some 

identified themselves as working class while others self-identified more squarely in the 

middle class. Nearly three fourths of the overall group were women. Each oral history 

lasted anywhere from one hour to over three hours. In addition to activists in the 

Campaign, I also conducted oral histories with key leaders in the Tehran-based Center for 

the Defenders of Workers, a grassroots organization made up of labor unionists and 
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syndicalists in Iran and supporters of workers’ rights. With the help of a research 

assistant, I also collected over a hundred articles regarding the student movement from 

activist websites including sites affiliated with the One Million Signatures Campaign and 

the Center for the Defenders of Workers, as well as major Iranian newspapers, to place 

oral histories within the larger discourses that circulated around activists’ political work. 

Further, while these oral histories could not serve as my only method, they 

became points that anchored my methods to both cultural texts and intellectual history. 

Oftentimes, for example, an interlocuter in the course of an oral history would recite 

verses of a poet like Ahmad Shamlou or discuss reflections on a 1950s women’s rights 

campaign led by the communist Tudeh party. These moments became pathways for me 

into larger pictures and discourses, via cultural and textual sources, of the Iranian post-

revolutionary present. This meant that my methodology was also in some ways a partial 

intellectual history. As my interlocutors, over a meal or a drink, casually mentioned or 

quoted famed intellectuals in Iranian history such as Samad Behrangi, Ali Shari’ati, 

Simin Behbahani, Forough Farrokhzad, the Tudeh’s Democratic Society of Women, or 

Ahmad Shamlou, I, too, found myself analyzing intellectual and cultural work produced 

in Iran over the last century. Cultural texts such as poetry and film came to matter more 

and more in my analysis, given how important they were to my interlocutors. Even for 

me, as someone who was born and raised in the United States, I heard many of these 

names growing up in my own household.  

This project has thus given me the chance to explore these cultural texts as sites of 

insurgent knowledge. Film, too, given the globally renowned status of Iranian cinema, 

came up casually in my conversations with Iranians. Thus, in this study, a film like 
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Facing Mirrors or the work of Samad Behrangi are both cultural texts which figure into 

an intellectual history that has been formative for my interlocutors along with many of 

their peers across Iran. Translation became yet another site and method of analysis, as I 

knew that there could be no such thing as a non-porous authentic Iranian intellectual 

history. As transnational traditions of political thought have circulated among Iranians for 

the better part of the last century, analysis of translation and translatability, then became 

another method with which to explore post-revolutionary consciousness in Iran. These 

cultural and textual sources thus inform my analysis throughout each chapter in this 

study. 

Film, poetry, intellectual work, translated theory, and oral history are sites of 

analysis which illustrate the dance between what performance studies scholar Diana 

Taylor has called the “archive”—enduring materials and textual sources—and the 

repertoire—embodied and performative practices. Taylor defines the repertoire as 

“embodied memory: performances, gestures, orality, movement, dance, singing—in 

short, all those acts usually thought of as ephemeral, nonreproducible knowledge.”60 Oral 

quotations and recitations of poets and intellectuals that my interlocutors engaged in 

during countless conversations, for example, formed part of a repertoire of embodied 

knowledge. Such quotations and references were highly improvisational and quotidian, 

expressed casually over a meal or an offered beverage. Yet as Taylor argues, the archive 

and the repertoire overlap, and the repertoire even spills into the archive.61 My 

interlocutors’ quotations of cultural workers--poets, filmmakers, public intellectuals—

were performative events that led me to analyze post-revolutionary consciousness in Iran 
                                                
 60 Diana Taylor, Archive and the Repertoire: Cultural Memory and Performance in the 
Americas (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 20. 

61 Ibid., 19.  
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as it is connected to historical and transnational transmissions of knowledge. In these 

ways, this study employs repertoire as method. In order to place oral histories in a larger 

analysis of post-revolutionary consciousness, I analyze cultural and textual sources such 

as film, poetry, and literature, which have circulated among much wider audiences of 

Iranians. Through reading the political work of these networks in the post-revolutionary 

generation against the backdrop of poetry, film, and public intellectual work that has 

circulated across wide audiences beyond activists’ immediate milieu, I aim to illustrate 

the cultural and social texture of post-revolutionary Iran. In other words, my 

methodology in exploring the wider relevance and significance of post-revolutionary 

political work is to read its relationship to this wider cultural terrain. 

 Further, my position as a scholar of ethnic studies has lent this study a particular 

vantage point. Shortly after I entered graduate school, I learned, as a result of the work of 

Iranian-American feminist scholar Manijeh Nasrabadi, that Iranian students were 

involved in the 1968-1969 San Francisco State University strike that brought about the 

country’s first College of Ethnic Studies. Although the students of the political Iranian 

Student Association were not officially part of the Third World Liberation Front, they 

were active participants in the strike along with the Front which included the Black 

Student Union, the Latin American Student Association, the Native American Student 

Union, the Philippine American Collegiate Endeavor, the Asian American Political 

Alliance, the Intercollegiate Chinese for Social Action, and the Mexican American 

Student Confederation.62 This movement emerged as part and parcel to the galvanizing 

ethos of the time, which included Black Power, the Civil Rights and American Indian 
                                                
 62 Manijeh Nasrabadi, “ ‘This Flame within You that Can Warm Others’: The Feeling 
and Practice of Solidarity," in Neither Washington, Nor Tehran: Iranian Internationalism in the 
United States (Durham: Duke University Press, forthcoming).  
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Movements, and other New Left and working-class struggles. Having organized the 

longest-running student strike in the history of the United States, the student strikers 

initially demanded an autonomous Third World College, (what would later become 

Ethnic Studies), to teach knowledges of resistance among both people of color in the 

United States and what strikers called “Third World Peoples” across the globe. This term 

had emerged as a way for people of color in the West to expand the framework of their 

struggles from a domestic analysis to an international one. These students thus linked 

domestic and international politics across sites as diverse as Iran, Vietnam, Palestine, the 

Black Liberation struggle, and the anti-war movement. Indeed transnational joint-struggle 

was part of the inception of Ethnic Studies.63  

The times have changed and so have our terms and frameworks of analysis. 

Contemporary movements draw upon these earlier struggles, yet have also learned dear 

lessons from their pitfalls. Yet as one former Campaigner mentioned to me, ideology and 

struggle are both always transnational. The dialectic she described has always been 

central to my interpretation of ethnic studies, allowing me to juxtapose transnational 

phenomena as diverse as black feminism in translation, medieval Persian poetry in the 

works of Martin Luther King, or global neoliberal ideology and its impact on Iranians.  

Chapter Breakdown 

 The chapters that follow offer examinations of some of the ways in which 

members of this post-revolutionary cohort intervened in social movements in Iran since 

the 2000s. Chapter 1 offers a historical overview of labor and gender starting from Iran’s 

                                                
63 I am influenced by members of the Palestinian Youth Movement among others who 

use the term “joint-struggle” to denote the fact that movements that “seek to challenge 
colonialism, racism and injustice globally” are interlocking; Palestinian Youth Movement, 
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transition to capitalism during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. I 

contextualize the conditions and struggles of working-class and subaltern women 

throughout the twentieth century and argue that these are necessary to understanding the 

neoliberal phase of economic policy that began in the 1990s. I argue that Iran’s entry into 

global regimes of labor deregulation and informal labor in the late 1990s and early 2000s 

has had a gendered impact. In Iran, as in other parts of the global south, this informal 

labor sector includes an expanding segment of women’s home-based labor, which is 

employed by wholesalers to produce manufactured goods. I show in this chapter that such 

precarious labor, which is part and parcel to the program of neoliberal labor deregulation, 

attaches women to the space of the home in service to the productive capitalist economy. 

I also show that these changes and the precarity of women workers have led to some 

linkages between activists in both the wave of independent unionism and the women’s 

movement. I thus explore collaborations since 2000 between women's rights and 

workers’ rights activists, including bus workers’ unions, women-led workers’ rights 

journals, and teachers’ strikes. 

 Chapter 2 is an exploration of the relationship between social struggle and the 

politics of what Edward Said calls “traveling theory.” Building on Said’s notion, I 

explore feminist activists’ translation of the Black feminist concept of intersectionality 

into Persian in the aftermath of the One Million Signatures Campaign. Campaigners 

engaged with the work of Black women radicals, including socialists such as members of 

the Combahee River Collective and Angela Davis. I argue that Western categories of race 

and ethnicity were transformed when translated into Iran’s ethnic landscape. The case of 

Baluch people, for example, triggered questions around colonialism and center/periphery 
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dynamics of capitalist modernity in the Middle East. Kurdish struggle in Iran on the other 

hand was at times resonant with, though also divergent from, North American indigenous 

politics given the status of the Kurds as a stateless people scattered across the borders of 

four nation-states. While U.S. and Western Hemispheric racial paradigms seem out of 

place in Iran, the Persian translation of Black feminist thought added to long-time debates 

around local ethnic politics and also indicated internationalist engagement with global 

structures of colonialism and imperialism. I juxtapose this act of translation with another 

example of traveling theory, namely Martin Luther King Jr.’s quotation of the eleventh 

century Iranian poet Omar Khayyam in his 1967 speech denouncing the Vietnam War. I 

ultimately argue that both of these acts of translation create an intellectual community 

across borders tied together through moving traditions of knowledge while also 

prompting internationalist joint-struggle. 

 Chapter 3 examines a left turn during the 2000s in the student movement. I argue 

that women students who were politicized in crisscrossing left and feminist spaces played 

leadership roles in the student movement in this period, provoking the anxiety of state 

authorities. Women played pivotal roles in the formation of Marxist student groups that 

were unprecedented in the Islamic Republic since the state’s brutal repression of the left 

in the 1980s. I also argue that contrary to any presumed religious/secular binary, student 

dissidents of various stripes, including secular Marxists and pious Muslim student 

activists, shared critiques of state repression in Iran. Among the growing ranks of 

dissident students, religion was also claimed and contested among people with shared 

criticisms of the status quo. At this time, students both engaged with and contested the 

trend of “religious intellectualism” among public intellectuals allied with reformism in 
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Iran, transforming these debates within the developments of the student movement. I 

begin with student activists in 2002 who protested against the sentencing to death of a 

Muslim intellectual and reform movement sympathizer Hashem Aghajari. Some of these 

student organizers invoked the political thought of Ali Shari’ati, a major Iranian political 

theorist active in the 1960s-70s who critiqued capitalism from an Islamic perspective. I 

argue that student alliances across lines of religiosity were not only tactical but indicated 

some shared ideological principles. 

 In chapter 4, I build on the Raha Iranian Feminist Collective’s radical theory of a 

“politics of sexuality” as I explore gender and sexual diversity in Iran. I argue that Raha’s 

politics of sexuality is both a feminist and a materialist analysis of gender and sexual 

relations. Using their framework, I read two cultural texts that have emerged in Iran in 

recent years centering transsexuality, gender variance, and same-sex desire. I first 

conduct a reading of the 2011 film by Maryam Azerbaijani Facing Mirrors, which is the 

first film released in the country to feature a transgender protagonist. I conduct a class 

analysis of the film and I also argue that the film performs an expansive treatment of 

sexual politics that links diverse intertwined struggles of gender and sexual justice, 

including trans people’s struggles and working-class women’s struggles. I then move to 

explore a “politics of sexuality” in a second text, a Persian translation of a poem by 

Harold Norse depicting Spanish poet Federico Garcia Lorca as a “queer communist 

poet,” which was published in a literary journal in 2013 called Namomken (Impossible). 

In exploring the poem’s circulation among a group of gay Iranians that year, some of 

whom circulated it to commemorate a murdered friend in their community, Kian Fakoori, 

I further develop a politics of sexuality that troubles liberal LGBT rights frames as well 
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as the policing of gender and sexual categories in Iran, and gestures to a broad politics of 

sexuality. 

Conclusion 

 The post-revolutionary activists and cultural workers centered in this study are 

complex products of Iranian intellectual history and its encounter with other transnational 

traditions of radical political thought. They are among a wider generation that has 

massively impacted politics in Iran through insistent protest. The emergence of political 

consciousness among any generation is a deeply complex process that includes both 

encounters and negotiations with the past and with one’s present conditions. Revolutions 

have nowhere ever signaled the end of popular political action. A history of protest and 

resistance produced the revolutionary experience of 1979 in Iran, and this history has also 

informed continued popular resistance and mass mobilizations. The 2000s in Iran were in 

part so turbulent because of Iranians’ insistence that street politics and collective action 

were the route to improve their conditions. Despite the efforts of authorities to scare the 

post-revolutionary generation into passivity, this generation has made popular collective 

action a persistent force in Iran.  

Tara’s interrogator had betrayed an anxiety that “one million people” would flood 

the streets. When millions of people did pour into the streets in 2009, anguished by 

Ahmadinejad’s dubious reelection, it was in part a culmination of a decade of civil 

resistance. Even the deadly state violence that followed this uprising has not prevented 

more episodes of popular street politics that have continued up until the current moment. 

 The oldest of Iran’s first post-revolutionary generation are now approaching the 

end of their 30s. My work analyzes the ways in which the confluence of gender politics, 
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neoliberalism, and Islamic governance has given texture to their varied lived experience. 

Despite narratives that paint this generation as passively voting for reform and then 

becoming disaffected as it failed in its promises, I explore the ways in which many 

carried their political work forward with intensity and passion more characteristic of the 

fervor of revolutionaries. The beloved poet Simin Behbahani illustrates such fervor: 

There still burns a fire in my breast 
to keep undiminished the warmth of kinship 
I feel for my people. 
Once more you will grant me strength, 
Though my poems have settled in blood. 
Once more I will build you with my life, 
though it be beyond my means64 

 
In the pages that follow, I hope to convey that the fire still burns.

                                                
 64 Simin Behbahani, “My Country I Will Build You Again,” in A Cup of Sin: Selected 
Poems, ed. trans. Farzaneh Milani and Kaveh Safa (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1999), 
68.  
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Chapter 1:  
Labor and Gender in Iran at the Global Neoliberal Turn 

  
We will never break ranks with our male 
comrades. But all the women workers who 
are working under the most difficult 
conditions in Iran, in order to fight class 
inequity, should also form a rank among 
themselves as women.”1 

-Maryam Mohseni 
Worker at Alborz Electrical Factory 

    
Introduction 
 

On June 12, 2005, during what would be the last year of President Khatami’s 

presidential term and his program of reformism, a number of protesters were riding a bus 

driven by a member of the Vahed bus drivers’ union en route to a women-led action at 

Tehran University. Students had organized the protest to proclaim women’s demands for 

the upcoming presidential election. Authorities had closed the entrance to the university 

and stationed themselves in pedestrian walkways, making access to the entrance 

impossible on foot. The bus drivers were able to bypass guards and deliver around thirty 

protesters to the entrance where they were then quickly able to take control of the space, 

chant slogans, and attract a larger crowd. Due to the strategic and central location of the 

entrance, protesters attracted students and other passersby to their ranks, causing security 

forces to lose control of the area. Eventually, the number of protesters swelled to 5,000.  

Without the collaboration of the Vahed bus drivers’ union and their leadership in 

this tactical maneuver, the protest likely would not have materialized. In the preceding 

years, the bus drivers themselves had been engaged in their own increasingly visible 

campaign for worker protections, the prompt payment of months of unpaid wages, and 

                                                
1 A Look at the Labor Struggles in the Past Three Decades in Iran, Directed by 

Panteā Bahrami, Vimeo, 2011, < https://vimeo.com/83184867>.  
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recognition of their union, which remained illegal in the eyes of the state. These years 

marked an apex of both domestic and international visibility of illegal labor organizations 

and trade unions in Iran, which had increased activities and dared bolder mobilizations. 

In 2002, a wave of arrests of prominent labor activists prompted an outpouring of support 

from international trade unions for the Iranian labor movement that has continued to 

grow.2 Mansour Osanloo, one of the leaders of the Vahed union, was imprisoned, 

tortured, and ultimately forced to leave the country. Such repression, while constant, did 

not stop the bus drivers and other illegal unions from making substantive gains from their 

employers in wage increases and benefits. Neither did it deter them from participating in 

the Tehran University women’s protest. During such an action, the links between the 

women’s movement and the labor movement were highly visible. The bus drivers had 

made a conscious effort to align with women’s groups around the election and declare 

comradeship.  

A year later, after Ahmadinejad had assumed power, another major women’s 

protest occurred which led to the creation of the One Million Signatures Campaign for 

women’s equality. The Vahed bus drivers also bussed protesters to this action. There 

were violent beatings, the dispatching of women’s police units for the first time, and 

seventy arrests. Tara, one of the protesters who offered me her oral history and who was 

riding the bus to the June 2005 action, had been active in the student movement in Tehran 

as well as the later 2006 One Million Signatures Campaign. She was introduced to me 

through our mutual friends who had been active in the Campaign, people who I had met 

while living in New York in 2011 who were recent immigrant students in the United 

                                                
2 Ibid. 
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States. While Tara had also been one of only a few women who were prominent in 

student protests in Tehran in the late 1990s, her subsequent work in the women’s 

movement, combined with the links she had maintained to student activists, helped to lay 

the groundwork for women’s participation and leadership in the student movement in 

later years. She was a leading student organizer in the June 2005 Tehran University 

women’s protest and other friends of hers at university had built strong relationships with 

the bus drivers’ union. Her recollection of the bus drivers’ collaboration with the protest 

was among the most prominent memories she had of popular resistance in Iran in the 

early 2000s. Such coordination indicated her and others’ desires for a long-term coalition 

across women’s and labor organizing. In the years following, women bus drivers also 

became active in the union, the most to gain from such transformative intersections 

across movements.  

This anecdote of localized, moment-specific solidarity that Tara shared with me 

was highly meaningful for a number of reasons. For one, it was a rare moment in which 

student activists, chief among them women and feminist leaders, deepened links with the 

workers’ movement and the ongoing wave of independent unionism. Yet even more 

importantly, the collaboration between students and labor activists was meaningful 

because it showed that young people were becoming increasingly more conscious of their 

precarity within an economy beset with widening domestic inequality exacerbated by 

global isolation due to U.S. imperialism and volatile international politics. Women, as 

over half of enrolled university students in some fields, were even more cognizant of this 

precarity and the cheapened status of their labor in relation to men. In forging links with 

rising independent unionists such as the Vahed Bus Drivers, these young people not only 
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sought to fortify links between interlocking democratic movements, but they also 

developed a consciousness around the importance of a strong, combative labor movement 

to their own social and economic future. Reflecting back on it a decade later, the memory 

was even more salient for Tara, who was now under-employed, having found part-time 

work via a temporary labor contract with the Tehran municipality as an organizer of 

neighborhood workshops and classes. 

 But what happens when we go further than simply linking the labor and women’s 

movements, and explore the sites in which these spheres of resistance overlap? 

Conventional understandings of the wave of independent unionism as well as the growth 

of the women’s movement regard the two as wholly separate spheres and that any 

linkages between them are negligible and inorganic. Yet going beyond the anecdote I’ve 

opened with and thinking deeply about the significance of labor to women’s organizing 

can lead to even more holistic movements that address the needs of working-class women 

at the intersection of both gender relations and class inequity. While studies of women’s 

rights in Iran have generally focused on family law and legal discrimination, labor takes 

center stage in this chapter as a rich subject for analyzing Iranian gender politics.  

 In recent years a number of important and groundbreaking studies have explored 

women’s rights in Iran from a legal perspective, focusing on family law and the politics 

of “rights,” including Arzoo Osanloo’s major 2009 ethnography of women’s rights in 

Iran.3 Other studies have looked at gender relations historically in Iran from the 

perspective of nationalism, nation-building, and Western imperialism such as those by 

                                                
3 Arzoo Osanloo, The Politics of Women’s Rights in Iran (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2009). Other studies that have focused on gender from a predominantly 
legal perspective include Azar Tabari and Nahid Yeganeh, In the Shadow of Islam: The 
Women’s Movement in Iran (London: Zed Press, 1982). 
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feminist scholars Afsaneh Najmabadi and Nima Naghibi.4 Both law and nation are 

important analytics in the study of gender relations, particularly given the significant 

transformations in law affecting women in the post-revolutionary period and the 

centrality of discourses of gender to nationalist ideology.  

Yet an analysis of class and labor can also shed light on how economic 

restructuring, whether as a result of the Iran-Iraq War or subsequent labor laws and 

neoliberal policies, has major effects on women’s lives in relation to but also beyond the 

law. While Roksana Bahramitash and Hadi Esfahani’s 2011 edited volume on Islamism 

and women’s employment in Iran importantly tackles labor and gender relations in 

relation to ideologies and policies of the Islamic Republic, its focus on globalization does 

not adequately address transnational neoliberal ideology and U.S.-led sanctions as linked 

to Iranian working women’s economic precarity.5 The only other scholar to conduct a 

major analysis of the relationship between labor and gender relations broadly in Iran is 

Elaheh Rostami-Povey. Her 2000 book Women, Work, and Islamism places women 

workers’ experience, starting from the revolutionary period and the Iran-Iraq War up 

until the late 1990s, in a larger history of gender relations vis-à-vis the country’s 

capitalist development. Rostami-Povey argues that the debate on women’s rights in Iran 

had been polarized between so-called secular feminists both in Iran and in exile, and 

religious feminists, who may or may not have identified with the label Islamic feminist, 

                                                
4 Afsaneh Najmabadi, Women with Mustaches and Men without Beards: Gender 

and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian Modernity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2005); see also Nima Naghibi, Rethinking Global Sisterhood: Western Feminism and 
Iran (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007).  

5 Roksana Bahramitash and Hadi Esfahani, ed., Veiled Employment: Islamism and 
the Political Economy of Women’s Employment in Iran (Syracuse: Syracuse University 
Press, 2011).   
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but nonetheless used Quranic narratives to argue for changes in women’s position, 

opportunities, roles, and freedoms. This polarization makes secularism/religion appear as 

the only contradiction worth exploring in the Iranian context, at the expense of material 

factors. She claims, “Material issues such as the Iran-Iraq War and its aftermath, which 

affected women’s participation in the labor force and their struggle to improve their 

status, were largely ignored.”6  

I build on Rostami-Povey’s work on the first two postrevolutionary decades to 

explore related questions in a later period, namely regarding the gendered impact of 

Iran’s post-2000 neoliberal labor deregulation on the livelihoods of women workers. In 

this chapter I show that policies of labor deregulation since the 1990s have had a 

gendered impact, similar to other parts of the global south. While women’s participation 

in most segments of the formal labor force has declined since 2005, exacerbated by U.S.-

led sanctions, their entry into the informal sector has been on the rise.7 The compounded 

impact of these policies has expanded an informal sector—low-wage and precarious jobs 

such as home-based clothing manufacturing, piecework in small enterprises, home-based 

preparation and packaging of foodstuffs, and temporary contract labor. In Iran, as in other 

parts of the global south, this informal labor sector includes an expanding sector of 

women’s home-based labor, which is employed by wholesalers to produce manufactured 

goods. I show in this chapter that such precarious labor, which is part and parcel of the 

                                                
6 Elaheh Rostami-Povey, pen name Maryam Poya, Women, Work, and Islamism: 

Ideology and Resistance in Iran, (London: Zed Books, 2000), 7.  
7 For statistics on the formal labor force see World Bank Middle East and North 

Africa Region, “Economic Implications of Lifting Sanctions on Iran,” MENA Quarterly 
Economic Brief 5 (2015). For the informal labor force, see Pooya Alaedini and Mohamad 
Reza Razavi, “Women’s Participation and Employment in Iran: A Critical Examination,” 
Critique: Critical Middle Eastern Studies 14, no. 1 (2005): 57-73. 
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program of neoliberal labor deregulation, attaches women to the space of the home in 

service to the productive capitalist economy. 

 Labor deregulation has greatly impacted Iranians, particularly in the last two 

decades. While since 1990 the country has had a relatively robust national labor law, 

which offered formal sector workers social insurance and pensions, the Majlis passed a 

reform to the law in 2000 allowing employers with fewer than five workers to claim 

exemption from the law. In 2003, the exemption was extended to employers with fewer 

than ten workers.8 This economic restructuring has contributed to the expansion of the 

informal labor force, in which women’s labor, similar to informal sectors across the 

world, has become attractive and profitable. Later in this chapter, I also show that these 

changes have produced transformations in discourse within both the wave of independent 

unionism and the women’s movement that tend to reinforce linkages in class and gender 

politics, precisely at the moment of Iran’s entry into global regimes of labor deregulation 

and gendered informal labor in the late 1990s and early 2000s. As a result of these 

conditions, women unionists have more recently attained a level of visibility within the 

wave of independent unionism. I show that gender inequality, including women workers’ 

conditions in the informal labor force, have been increasingly discussed as something that 

matters to the labor movement. I also show that efforts to link gender politics and labor 

organizing were not simply the efforts of movement leaders to enact tactical solidarity in 

the face of repression. Rather, I show that labor deregulation, the only thoroughly 

realized policy of the proposed neoliberal programs in Iran, and its attendant gendered 

                                                
8 Kevan Harris, A Social Revolution: Politics and the Welfare State in Iran (Oakland: 

University of California Press, 2017), 148-149.  
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impact, produced material conditions that have hastened transformations in discourse 

among both trade unionists and advocates for gender equity. 

Further, I argue that while neoliberal restructuring has been fragmented and 

piecemeal, Iran’s turn to labor deregulation and privatization in the 1990s significantly 

informed the social conditions and lived experience of the post-revolutionary generation. 

Young people’s emergence into a precarious labor market, the increase in jobs where one 

is working in a home, manufacturing home appliances, accessories, clothing, or packaged 

herbs, and the push to make workers feel increasingly more atomized or insignificant to 

production are phenomena that have impacted their gender and class consciousness. A 

section of youth—who strove to make sense of their economic precarity, which has been 

a result of both the domestic neoliberal push and imperialist U.S. sanctions both of which 

have diminished their purchase on any promised post-revolutionary economic security—

have also pushed for linkages with the unionist movement. Young people’s engagement 

with the reality of economic precarity catalyzed some important shifts in discourse in the 

scene of popular protest in Iran that has been transformative for both the unionist wave 

and the women’s rights movement. These transformations in discourse and practice 

among young women leaders and among unionists do not mean that a gender conscious 

labor movement has formed in Iran. It has not, as such a movement would take years to 

emerge. Nonetheless, the 2000s marked a crucial period for the meeting of class and 

gender politics in Iran. This was both the decade of labor deregulation and the decade of 

intensified U.S. sanctions and their drag on the economy. Both of these factors are not 

gender-neutral and have had intensified impacts on women. This was also the decade that 

saw a wave of independent unionism that was simultaneous with a new phase of the 
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women’s movement where youth were taking leadership roles. Taken together, these 

conditions have hastened the start of important linkages between class and gender 

politics within independent unionism and the labor movement in Iran, which I shall 

explore in this chapter. 

A Brief History of Working-Class and Subaltern Women’s Resistance in Iran 

 Any analysis of gender and the politics of labor in contemporary Iran must be 

contextualized within the country’s larger history of subaltern9 and working-class 

women’s resistance. Peasant and subaltern women’s resistance has been documented 

since at least the mid-nineteenth century. Historian Vanessa Martin has explored archives 

of British envoys and strategists present in the country to piece together the ways 

subaltern women intervened in their social conditions during this period. As in many 

other contexts of early modern women’s resistance, these acts often occurred because of 

food crises and bread shortages, though sometimes they were also related to government 

policies. Bread protests occurred almost every few years throughout the second half of 

the nineteenth century and were usually led by women. In 1861, for example, a crowd of 

largely women demonstrators in Tehran met the Shah in the streets and initiated two days 

of demonstrations demanding that the price of bread be lowered, which led the Shah to 

                                                
9 I use the term “subaltern” here as developed in the works of Italian Marxist Antonio 

Gramsci, which referred to any “low-rank” person outside of the elite institutions of the state 
whose right to create history and culture is constantly repressed and silenced by the those 
institutions and state structures. Gramsci, writing from prison in the 1930s, conceived of the 
peasantry and the industrial working class in Italy both as subaltern classes: Antonio Gramsci, 
“Notes on Italian History,” in Prison Notebooks, ed. trans. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Smith 
(New York: International Publishers, 1971), 44-120. See also El Habib Louai, “Retracing the 
Concept of the Subaltern from Gramsci to Spivak: Historical Developments and New 
Applications,” African Journal of History and Culture 4, no. 1 (2012): 4-8. 
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execute the local mayor and order a decrease in the price.10 In Shiraz in 1865, a crowd of 

urban and rural women went to the city arsenal and denounced the governor for the 

shortage of bread and the insecurity of the city, after which the bazaars closed. The 

number of demonstrators grew, some of whom threw stones at a government 

representative who was sent to quiet them. As a result, the governor was summarily 

dismissed.11 In Shiraz in 1893, several women rebuked the Friday Prayer Imam and 

denounced the high price of bread as well as a new policy from the governor that aimed 

to abolish people's right to seek sanctuary in holy places.12 A few months later, the city 

became the setting for a particularly large protest wave in which women led an immense 

crowd to the telegraph office to send a complaint to the Shah about the high price of 

bread and their living conditions. Crowds swelled to between 15,000 and 20,000 during 

which women implored the Jews of Shiraz to join, which they did, carrying their talmuds 

alongside predominantly Shi’i banners.13 

 The significant share of women’s labor to the productive economy and national 

export trade during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century is often ignored, 

particularly in the West, due to Orientalist tropes that construct Muslim women of this 

time simply as passive inhabitants of the private sphere. Rather, Iran’s transition to a fully 

capitalist mode of production during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was 

remarkable for the significant share that women’s labor contributed to the nation’s total 

export trade. Economic historian Charles Issawi found that in the decades before oil 

                                                
10 Vanessa Martin, “Women and Popular Protest: Women’s Demonstrations in 

Nineteenth-Century Iran,” in Subalterns and Social Protest: History from Below in the 
Middle East and North Africa, ed. Stephanie Cronin (New York: Routledge, 2008), 55. 

11 Ibid., 55. 
12 Ibid., 56. 
13 Ibid., 58. 
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began to play a major role in the economy around 1911, Iran's exports consisted of “one-

half or more, raw vegetable products” such as rice and raw cotton, “one-fourth, raw 

animal products” such as silk and wool, and “one-fourth or less, manufactures” such as 

carpets or textiles.14 Rostami-Povey, along with Valentine Moghadam, points out that 

until the advent of the oil economy, women’s labor was vital to a majority of the export 

trade as these were all sectors in which women’s labor played a crucial role, and in some 

cases was exclusively employed in production.15 During the Qajar period, women 

exclusively produced the country’s rice, butter, tea, and dried fruits.16 They also played a 

significant role in producing tobacco, both raw and manufactured silks, wool, cotton, 

wheat, barley, drugs, dyes, and animal skins for the national economy.17 Carpet-weaving 

did move towards becoming an urban manufacturing industry in the early 20th century, 

yet in rural areas it was still largely organized through extremely low-paid women’s 

home labor.18 Today, carpet weaving remains one of the most significant industrial 

activities for rural women.19 The famous Anglo-Swiss carpet company Ziegler’s, for 

example, employed extremely low-paid women in-home four to a loom. These workers at 

times resisted by stealing the designs, hiding them, and selling them to Iranian 

                                                
14 Charles Issawi, The Economic History of Iran: 1800-1914, (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1971), 136; see also Valentine Moghadam, “Hidden from 
History? Women Workers in Modern Iran,” Iranian Studies 33, no. 3/4 (2000): 381. 

15 Rostami-Povey, Women, Work, and Islamism, 30; see also Valentine 
Moghadam, “Hidden from History? Women Workers in Modern Iran,” Iranian Studies 
33, no. 3/4 (2000): 381. 

16 Ibid., 30. 
17 Issawi, The Economic History of Iran, 132-4, cited in Rostami-Povey, Women, 

Work, and Islamism, 30. 
18 Rostami-Povey, Women, Work, and Islamism, 30. 
19 Farhad Nomani and Sohrab Behdad, Class and Labor in Iran: Did the 

Revolution Matter (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2006), 136. 
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merchants.20 In urban areas, for the first half of the twentieth century, women’s labor in 

factories largely produced textiles, matches, glass, cardboard boxes, tea, and gunny sack, 

and was also employed in cleaning cotton and weaving carpets.21 Women were central to 

productive labor in Iran’s national economy during Iran’s transition to capitalism up to as 

early as the 1940s, especially in agriculture, textiles, and petty commodity production. As 

late as the 1950s, 40 percent of the country’s revenue still came from the agricultural 

sector where women’s labor was crucial for production.22 Rostami-Povey thus contends 

that “women were among the early proletarians, semi-proletarians, and petty commodity 

producers” in Iran.23 “Semi-proletarian” here is in reference to one who combines their 

own means of production with wage labor, while “petty commodity production” signifies 

household labor that produces handicrafts such as carpets. In these ways, productive labor 

was historically a crucial part of the story of gender relations and women’s social 

conditions since the very emergence of Iran’s capitalist development during the turn of 

the century. 

 Socialist women in the country during this time were among the first activists and 

intellectuals to bring attention to the importance of labor and class consciousness to 

women’s emancipation. In 1905, a Constitutional Revolution began in Iran propelled by 

an array of ideologies yet with a shared goal of some form of constitutional parliamentary 

government, curtailment of the monarch’s powers, and an end to British and Russian 

economic domination. More historical research is needed to discern the relationship 

between the previously mentioned rising bread protests of the late 1880s and 1890s and 

                                                
20 Martin, “Women and Popular Protest,” 53. 
21 Rostami-Povey, Women, Work, and Islamism, 37. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., 30. 
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the Constitutional Revolution in the following decade. Indeed, once again, during the 

throes of the Revolution itself, a peaceful procession of women in Isfahan presented a 

petition for cheaper bread to the governor, who denied their request. In response, the 

protesters chased him through the streets, killed him, and sacked government offices.24  

In the immediate decades following the Constitutional Revolution, women 

socialists played key roles in bringing attention to the gendered dimensions of labor. 

They tied their demands for workers’ rights with demands for greater autonomy in their 

personal lives and discussed these demands as allied with the anti-imperialist agitation 

that continued throughout the country. For example, Roshanak No’doost was a socialist 

and journalist who in 1927 along with three other women from her native city of Rasht in 

Northern Iran established the Messenger of Prosperity Organization (Anjoman-e Payk-e 

Saadat). This organization established girls’ schools and published a magazine on 

women’s issues. No’doost is credited with having been the first person to declare March 

8th as Women’s Day in Iran.25 Prior, March 8th had been established as International 

Working Women’s Day by a conference of women preceding the Socialist Second 

International in 1910, inspired in part by a strike of U.S. women garment workers the 

previous year. In her journalistic work, No’doost discussed the hardships of women 

through a lens of economic justice. She helped organize women rice workers in her 

province of Gilan whose conditions were extremely strenuous. She appealed to “open-

minded and active” women to pay attention to working-class rural women such as the 

                                                
24 Sami Zubaida, “Urban Social Movements, 1750-1950,” in The Urban Social 

History of the Middle East, 1750-1950, ed. Peter Sluglett (Syracuse: Syracuse University 
Press, 2008), 249. 

25 Rostami-Povey, Women, Work, and Islamism, 38. 
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Gilan rice workers.26 She argued women were forced into prostitution because they 

lacked financial means and supportive families. She strove to gain sympathy for these 

women, claiming, “aside from the minority of skilled and wealthy women, prostitutes 

were generally poor and hard-working women.” She advocated tirelessly for women’s 

independent employment, and recognized the importance of women’s unpaid agricultural 

work and rural productive labor, such as carpet-weaving, to the nation’s wealth. She 

advocated that rural women workers should receive pay for their labor, and she did not 

shy away from speaking about prostitution, a taboo topic, in relation to the lack of 

enough financial remuneration for urban women workers.27 She informed people about 

sexually transmitted diseases and clinical and medical remedies.28 As historian Firoozeh 

Kashani-Sabet has shown, her writings included some of the first mentions of “feminism” 

in Iran, not in any glorifying or idealistic way, but as a criticism of upper-class women 

for making feminism about cosmetic, individual privileges, imploring them to pay 

attention to impoverished women workers.29 Though No’doost was opposed to 

compulsory veiling, in her writings on impoverished urban and rural women such as 

Gilan’s rice workers, she made her belief clear that the upper-class female modernizers of 

her time were missing the forest for the trees by emphasizing the veil but not taking 

working-class women’s economic hardship seriously.  

Other socialist women of the time included Mohtaram Iskandari, who founded the 

first women’s association in Iran, called the Patriotic Women’s League (Nesvan-e 

                                                
26 Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet, Conceiving Citizens: Women and the Politics of 

Motherhood in Iran (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 134-5. 
27 Ibid., 82-3. 
28 Ibid., 84. 
29 Ibid., 135. 
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Vatankha). She and other members of the group organized mass rallies and 

demonstrations and resisted strict interpretations of shari’a law. As part of the anti-

imperialist agitation of the era, they encouraged consumption of domestic goods such as 

raisins rather than sugar, which was a foreign commodity, and advised the use of 

domestic cloth for clothing.30 These early episodes helped lay the groundwork for later 

developments of working women’s resistance throughout the twentieth century. 

 The efforts of socialist women to link gender politics with labor and class were 

later attacked by Reza Shah, the first monarch of the Pahlavi dynasty who took power in 

1925 by military force. In 1937, Reza Shah issued a decree to change Women’s Day from 

March 8th, established earlier by No’doost and others with its socialist internationalist 

roots, to January 7th, the day he had declared veiling in public illegal in 1935 as a move 

to “modernize” the nation including its appearance.31 In doing so, he subsumed the vast 

array of women’s issues that people fought for under the banner of March 8th—labor, 

education, family law—into the unitary issue of the veil. This of course is symbolic of a 

larger historic tendency of the West’s interpretation of women’s rights in Muslim-

majority countries predominantly revolving around the veil. Western powers have 

continued to deploy the symbolism of the veil to arouse emotional allegiance among their 

citizenries for Western foreign policy interests in the Middle East. This deployment of the 

veil as a symbol, rather than constituting a genuine interest in the betterment of life for 

Muslim women or even a genuine interest in their autonomy of bodily comportment and 

outward expression of piety, is a cynical move to narrow the scope of women’s 

movements that would otherwise call for fundamental social and economic 
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transformations in women’s relationship to the economy and the state.32 Reza Shah, the 

modernizer, sought to achieve such control over the movement, and it seems that to him, 

the decision to change the date of Women’s Day would support this strategy of social and 

bodily control. The change proved difficult to enforce, however, as March 8th continued 

to be a signpost for women’s organizing across various ideologies in Iran and has 

remained so up until the present day. 

 In later years, women workers also used labor organizing and the workplace as 

sites to resist gender inequality. As the country’s capitalist enterprises expanded 

throughout the Pahlavi period, labor laws were enacted and contested by working people, 

including women. In 1946, women’s organizations were successful in achieving a major 

reform in the labor law; it became illegal to work more than 48 hours per week, overtime 

was made voluntary and paid at a higher rate, and women were granted twelve weeks 

paid maternity leave (similar maternity leave provisions did not become federal law in 

the United States until 1993). Children under the age of ten were prohibited from 

working and all other child labor was curtailed. This reform was passed on the eve of the 

popular nationalist movement that brought Mohammad Mossadegh to the post of Prime 

Minister in 1951, ushering in a range of social security and land reforms and the famous 

nationalization of the oil industry, which had been under British control since 1913. In 

1951, the Democratic Society of Women, part of the communist Tudeh Party, gathered 

nearly 100,000 signatures to extend the right to vote to women.33 Homa Houshmandar, a 

                                                
32 For more on the Western fascination with the veil in the Iranian context, see 

Nima Naghibi, Rethinking Global Sisterhood: Western Feminism and Iran (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2007). 

33 Ervand Abrahamian, Iran Between Two Revolutions (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1982), 335-336; see also Nahid Nosrat, Negah-i be tajrobe-ye 
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high school teacher, edited the Tudeh Party’s feminist journal, Bidari-e Ma (Our 

Awakening).34 The democratic gains under Mossadegh and the path to self-determination 

away from British interests was ultimately halted by a U.S. and British-led coup d’état 

which ousted the prime minister in 1953, the first-ever CIA-engineered coup against a 

foreign government. The gains of the 1946 labor reforms were thus ultimately left 

unimplemented due to the coup, the subsequent abandonment of the Mossadegh-era 

policies, and the restoration of Iranian oil into private British hands. Their brief life, 

however, was a testament to working women’s collective power during the democratic 

anti-imperialist movement that brought Mossadegh to office.35  

 In the decades following, a revolutionary movement was brewing in Iran against 

the U.S.-backed Pahlavi dictatorship, one in which workers’ participation would prove 

decisive, yet also one in which women comprised half of its motor force. In 1978, buoyed 

by the growing climate of political dissent, disaffected workers went on strike across 

sectors as diverse as machine-tool factories and film studios. They were small and few 

and far between at first, but by December 1978, they had grown into one of the most 

massive general strikes the world had ever seen.36 Tens of thousands of striking oil 

workers demanded, among many things, an “end to discrimination against women staff 

employees and workers.”37 With the reverberating success of the revolution and the 

                                                                                                                                            
‘tashkilat-e demokratik-e zanan-e Iran, “A Look at the Experience of the “Democratic 
Society of Women of Iran,” BBC Persian (2012): 
http://www.bbc.com/persian/iran/2012/02/120202_l44_tudeh_party_women_organizatio
ns.  

34 Abrahamian, Iran Between Two Revolutions, 335-336. 
35 Nikki Keddie, cited in Rostami-Povey, Women, Work, and Islamism, 42. 
36 Andreas Malm and Shora Esmailian, Iran on the Brink: Rising Workers and 

Threats of War (Ann Arbor: Pluto Press, 2007), 11. 
37 Assef Bayat, Workers and Revolution in Iran (London: Zed Books, 1987), 81. 
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Shah’s ouster one month later, these pre-revolutionary strike committees became 

institutionalized as largely autonomous workers’ councils known as shoras. Women 

struggled to participate equally in the shoras and in some cases they were successful in 

playing leadership roles and democratizing workplaces, including in the textile 

factories.38 They were active participants in the shoras, setting up literacy classes for 

women workers, workplace nurseries, and better health and safety conditions.39 As 

sociologist Asef Bayat has shown, the shoras were a bright though brief episode in 

worker autonomy in the country. Though they encompassed much of the workforce, their 

lack of coordination and unity made them ultimately susceptible to absorption by the new 

Islamic Republic. The shoras became officially styled “Islamic shoras” by the 

postrevolutionary state in a 1980 law. The law stipulated that these Islamic shoras were 

to be overseen by the newly established ministry of labor, which was authorized to 

overrule the workers and the shoras themselves. The shoras (which means “soviets” in 

Persian) also reminded many in the new state of the shoras or soviets of the Soviet 

Union, and thus the change to Islamic shoras was also a response by the regime given its 

anxiety over these left connotations. 

 This historical context shows that there is a rich, under-explored history of 

working class Iranian women’s resistance. These examples have informed the historical 

and social conditions for the emergence of women’s increasing participation in labor 

struggles in the current moment. 
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Labor Deregulation as Hallmark of Iran’s Fragmented Neoliberal Project 

 The Islamic Republic emerged at a time where global trends of labor deregulation 

had already begun in the global south, yet it did not immediately conform to these trends 

due to an economy strained from revolution and the Iran-Iraq War that followed. Yet 

despite the initial decline of women in the workforce in the immediate post-revolutionary 

years, the eight-year war helped to create more demand for women in the labor market. 

The departure of men to the warfront forced more women to work to support their 

families.40 Women were absorbed into public sector employment in nationalized banks 

and insurance companies. There was a substantial rise in female-headed households as a 

result of male casualties in the war.41 Women continued to work in occupations such as 

teaching, nursing, and administrative work, jobs which unemployed men were often 

unwilling to take. Further, these jobs, particularly medical and education sector jobs also 

employed more women in order to accommodate the gender segregationist outlook of the 

new state which required women to see women doctors and to teach in girls’ schools. At 

the same time, the nascent Islamic Republic, in an effort to safeguard an ideology of 

women’s place in the domestic sphere despite these changes, passed a policy that granted 

early retirement for women, in effect incentivizing them to leave the labor force, which 

many did.42 In spite of this ideology, however, more women had entered the workforce 

by the 1990s than before the revolution, due both to the demand for women’s labor 

during the Iran-Iraq War as well as women’s own efforts to challenge such ideologies and 

policies. 
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 I argue that labor deregulation has been the cornerstone of the fragmented 

neoliberal project in Iran. It was in the 1990s, during the so-called construction period, 

that state leaders began talking of Islam’s compatibility with wealth accumulation and 

privatization as discussed in Chapter 1. The buzz around privatization reached such a 

point that Supreme Leader Khamenei advocated for it as a “type of jihad” in 2006. Yet 

while privatization efforts proceeded piecemeal and often rewarded what Kevan Harris 

has called para-statal organizations such as military-linked contractors, it was the shock 

reforms to the 1990 labor law that have been the most rapid, constant, and successfully 

realized element of the neoliberal program in Iran.43 The 2000 and 2003 labor law 

reforms, by effectively informalizing much of the economy, pushed working people into 

conditions of greater precarity. The ten-worker limit for labor protections has heavily 

impacted textile and carpet-weaving industries, where workers continue to be 

predominantly women. According to Taraneh, a workers’ rights journal editor with 

whom I spoke, in order to meet the ten-worker requirement for labor law exemption, a 

company would superficially divide itself into subsidiaries. During this time, there was 

also an increase among workers who were fired and then rehired as, or replaced by, 

temporary contract workers.44 Informal workers have more difficulty enrolling in welfare 

and social insurance services as compared to their formal counterparts.45  

Labor deregulation is not a gender-neutral phenomenon. While women’s labor 

overall is no longer vitally linked to the majority of the country’s export trade as it was in 

the earlier part of the twentieth century, it continues to be crucial to the productive 
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economy both as formal and informal labor. The precarious conditions of a large informal 

labor force egged on by global technocratic neoliberal wisdom are squarely a women’s 

issue yet have yet to be foregrounded in the agenda of the Iranian women’s movement. 

Women are significantly employed in the informal sector.46 Informal sector jobs which 

are beyond the protection of the labor law include such precarious work as piecework in 

small enterprises, craft manufacturing in rural areas, home-based manufacturing of 

clothing, foodstuffs, other products, family labor, petty commodity production such as 

carpet-weaving, street vending, and the menial tasks associated with retail and bazaar 

wholesale commerce.47  

The increasing rates of women in these precarious jobs are consistent with global 

trends around the feminization of labor markets. The International Labor Organization for 

example found that in 30 out of 41 countries surveyed, women make up a higher 

percentage of non-agricultural informal sector employment than men.48 In Iran, as of 

2013, excluding agriculture, the informal sector made up about 31% of the total value of 

goods and services produced in the entire country.49 The forecasts of neoliberal 

technocrats that their proposed policies of economic growth would shrink the pools of 

precarious informal workers have not been borne out. These promises have failed.  

 Yet informal labor is also a worthy topic of analysis for gender politics and the 

women’s movement because it shows the ways in which a number of international forces 

interact and combine to create gender inequity. 1) U.S.-sanctions, part of historic Western 
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imperialism and economic warfare, strain the economy and push women further into this 

sector; 2) Technocratic neoliberal prescriptions from institutions such as the International 

Monetary Fund and World Bank which lauded labor deregulation in actuality directly 

produced and expanded pools of informal labor across the globe; 3) The application of 

these labor policies in Iran by domestic elites has contributed to the increasing gap 

between rich and poor, while also providing technocratic cover for the gendered impact 

of informal labor.  

 Further, the fact that many of these precarious informal jobs are home-based jobs, 

which are done by women atomized and isolated from one another, also places in 

question the notion that traditionalist gender beliefs are solely responsible for the 

relegation of women to the domestic sphere. While right-wing ideologues in the state 

surely espouse and act on the basis of these gender beliefs, the profitable production of 

commodities in the home is now consistent with a thoroughly modernist free-market 

ideology. Not only this, but reproductive labor50—that labor historically thought of as 

women’s work which cares for the family and maintains the household—becomes an act 

intimately related with productive labor in the home—the construction of a garment at a 

profit for a wholesaler, for example. Informal labor, then, produced out of the modern 

prescriptions of neoliberal labor deregulation, attaches women to the space of the home in 

service to the productive economy.  

Feminist scholars Silvia Federici and David Staples have discussed this 

phenomenon. They argue that home-based labor is not an anachronistic form of work, but 
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rather a long-term capitalist strategy that has intertwined the fates of reproductive labor 

and productive labor, privatizing both to the home.51 Staples has shown that home-based 

informal labor on a global scale is highly profitable, yet has the effect of making work 

invisible. This invisibility is responsible for further cheapening women’s labor and 

imposing on workers the belief that they are marginal to production, when in reality they 

are vital to it.  

For these home-based workers, the division between productive labor and 

reproductive labor—vital homemaking and caretaking—erodes and breaks down. This 

breakdown has been an immensely successful strategy for capitalists to drive down 

wages. In the formal sector, production of a garment or packaged herbs would pay a 

much higher wage. When produced in the home by an informal worker, however, the 

wage is substantially lower. This kind of informalization has been one effect of labor 

deregulation in Iran. Thus, as Staples argues, these strategies are “breaking down the 

borders of public and private, formal and informal production, and work-time and 

lifetime.”52 In Iran, too, these jobs have blurred the lines between what is a workday and 

what is the spare or leisure time of the worker. Again, home-based labor in Iran is not 

simply a traditionalist extension of women’s labor from earlier periods; for example, 

when it was crucial to the national export trade before the advent of the oil economy in 

1911. Rather, if global trends are any indication, this labor will persist as a highly 

profitable strategy for capitalist industry. In other countries that took on neoliberal 

policies, otherwise known as structural adjustment, several years if not decades before 
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Iran pursued this path, this kind of informal labor has persisted for so long precisely 

because it is immensely profitable to capital accumulation. This means that it will not just 

go away on its own as a temporary form of labor for economic growth. It also is not 

simply a transition from a semi-colonial economy to a capitalist one. Rather, informal 

labor, including home-based labor, is underwritten by free market purism. 

 While these trends have occurred across the global south, simplistic 

understandings of Iran as an anti-free market state, as well as narratives of women’s 

rights that ignore working-class women’s conditions, have meant that the gendered 

impact of labor deregulation in this country has remained under-researched. I was 

introduced to Taraneh in Tehran in 2015, by friends of mine who were former members 

of the One Million Signatures Campaign. While Taraneh had only been marginally active 

in the Campaign, during the same time as that project, she was an editor of a journal 

focused on workers’ rights called Future Path (Rah-e Ayandeh). Now in her early fifties, 

Taraneh was a high school student at the time of the 1979 Revolution and had been 

involved in the first high school strike of the revolution in all of Iran. She had been a 

student sympathizer of the People’s Fedayii Guerrillas, one of the major communist 

groups in the 1970s and early 1980s, which was brutally repressed along with other leftist 

groups by the new state. In the 2000s, she had reentered political organizing, most 

actively in The Center for the Defenders of Workers, which she had helped co-found 

along with Future Path. The journal received a permit from the state, and was able to 

function without attracting much scrutiny from the Ahmadinejad administration for a full 

two years (eight issues) until its permit was eventually revoked.  

I asked Taraneh whether she felt that the journal reached its intended audience, 
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workers themselves and the general public. She responded that the journal sales 

completely broke even with the cost of production and therefore that Future Path had 

found an audience among some members of the public. She shared anecdotes of women 

workers with whom she interfaced as part of her work with the journal. These stories 

gave a human texture beyond cold statistics. They honored the work and daily struggles 

of women workers, including informal workers, home-based workers, and young women 

who graduated from college to face this grim economic landscape. 

 One such story that Taraneh shared which illustrates the experience of the worker 

as she faces the conditions of invisibility and atomization characteristic of informal work 

was the story of a garment worker, Zahra, one of the countless women workers affected 

by the revisions to the labor law since 2000. In the garment industry as with other sectors, 

many companies had broken themselves up into subsidiaries that only existed in paper 

form so that they could meet the minimum worker requirement for exemption to the labor 

law. Zahra’s experience is typical for the vast majority of informal workers in her 

industry. One of her jobs was to sew women’s Islamic overcoats, known colloquially in 

Iran as manteau. The manteau is a staple of Islamic fashion in the country as it allows 

women to comply with the dress code. In order to make a point about the strenuousness 

of Zahra’s job, Taraneh brought attention to the collared shirt I was wearing the day of 

our interview: 

The working conditions are poor, often in damp underground units. Many 
work in homes. Those who work in homes are subjected to many times 
more the usual exploitation. The expense of things like home heating and 
cooling and electricity is on the worker herself. Working hours no longer 
have any meaning. In actuality, they work many hours until they have a 
wage. As an example, for the construction of decorative work or prayer 
beads (tasbih), for each string of prayer beads, 10 tomans were given. 10 
single tomans. In other words, an amount of cents that is so low it is no 
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longer printed in our currency. The smallest unit of printed money that 
currently exists is 100 single tomans or 50 tomans. This is as of very 
recently. Or for example, for each t-shirt, 30 tomans is paid to complete 
the sewing for each line. Your t-shirt, has a collar, cuffs etc. If we count 
them, it is at most 300 tomans. For one t-shirt. Or for the sewing of one 
manteau that women take home to sew, a complete manteau, they give the 
worker 2-3000 tomans (65 cents to 1 dollar). 2-3000 tomans. So that you 
can sew a complete manteau, the collar, the cuffs, the buttons, and so 
forth. 

 
In bringing attention to the labor that went into the shirt I was wearing, Taraneh strove to 

illustrate the painstaking conditions of informal jobs such as Zahra’s. When she broke my 

shirt down into “lines of thread” that themselves were valued at a certain wage, I found 

myself thinking about what a “line” meant, and the extreme form of valuation which 

comes along with breaking an article of clothing into tiny units. 

I had gone to Taraneh’s home that day accompanied by Sima, who was a former 

Campaigner. Sima was one of the first contacts I had met through our mutual friends in 

the United States and who had agreed to help facilitate my research and gathering of oral 

histories in Iran. At the time of my 2015 trip, she was also working under a similar 

temporary labor contract for the city as Tara discussed above in this chapter’s opening. 

Sima commented further on the wage that the worker received for sewing one manteau. 

That day, Sima and I had gotten into a taxi in Seyed Khandan, a central neighborhood 

and transportation hub in Tehran, to go meet Taraneh. When Taraneh spoke of the wage 

of 2500 tomans, Sima reminded me that this was how much we each paid for the taxi fare 

that day. The labor-intensive process of sewing a manteau, time-consuming as it is with 

the hours of labor needed to put together each “line,” could purchase only a taxi ride the 

distance of perhaps six or seven miles. Taraneh and Sima brought attention to my 

personal effects, my shirt and the money I had used to pay the taxi driver. In doing so, 
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they traced the material path that a manteau took from fabric and thread to a worker’s 

wage.  

When production takes place in the sphere of the home, it compounds the 

isolation that workers face. The work is hidden from view within the domestic sphere. It 

is normalized as a small, daily act, nothing more, and nothing less, despite its large 

profitability to the manufacturer as well as the workers’ labor intensive process. 

Taraneh’s attention to the extremely low unit of money that passes for a wage in these 

precarious jobs, single tomans, also illustrates the intersection of free market ideology, 

historic notions of home labor as women’s work, and imperialist economic warfare. 

Taraneh pointed to the meaninglessness of a wage of single tomans for a string of prayer 

beads. Such a wage is quite literally non-existent, but also numerically almost 

meaningless, given that Iranian currency has lost its value because of U.S.-led sanctions 

since the revolution. Also, the non-existent wage of single tomans is made possible 

further by the informalization of labor brought about by the post-2000 labor law 

amendments, reforms that were in line with global elites’ consensus of labor deregulation 

as structural adjustment. 

Yet the manteau example also brings up other questions that have to do with 

Iran’s postrevolutionary status as an Islamic Republic and its relation to global 

capitalism. What does it mean when commodities like the manteau can be markers of 

stature, religiosity, class, cosmopolitanism, high fashion, or a combination of these forms 

of distinction? If Islamic fashion is one market in capitalism in this context, do these 

women workers think about their role in the production of a middle to upper class 

religious-cosmopolitan sophistication? Or rather, does religiosity lose its relevance as a 
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category since the dress code is universal, and the women workers wear manteaux that 

are made by other workers like themselves? An analysis of Islamized neoliberalism might 

prod further questions around the case of the woman garment worker who is paid up to 

$1 USD for the home construction of one manteau.  

In an edited 2010 special issue of the Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies 

entitled “Marketing Muslim Women,” Banu Gökarıksel and Ellen McLarney point out 

that there is nothing necessarily unique about capitalism in Islamic societies as opposed 

to non-Islamic societies. To argue the opposite is in some ways to give in to an 

Orientalist narrative of Islam as inherently and eternally premodern and anti- or non-

capitalist. Instead, the authors of the special issue point to the simultaneous rise of both 

neoliberalism and Islamic revivalist movements after the Cold War. They argue, 

While capitalist forms of economic development have long been part of 
Muslim societies in various (and often contested) forms (Gran 1979), in 
the last decade [2000s] there has been a marked change in both the 
substance and the scale of the relationship between Islam and capitalism. 
Islamic movements and neoliberal consumer capitalism have arisen 
simultaneously in many settings, leading to newly articulated and 
contextually different manifestations of “Islamic capitalism,” and the 
creation of a particularized culture industry that includes veiling fashion, 
halal restaurant chains, and Islamic financial instruments.53  

 
In the case of Muslim women’s fashion, Muslim women are seen as a global niche 

market. On the one hand, they exercise agency in their self-expression, fashioning 

themselves in ways they see fit for their own sense of self and bodies.54 Of course the 

varieties in colors, patterns, and cuts of manteaux enable Iranian women to fashion a 

level of self-expression. Still, veiling as with fashion industries in general takes on 
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meanings attributed to class, who can afford to wear what, and whose labor goes into 

making consumer products. For the isolated home manteau worker such as Zahra, we 

know that this form of exploitation was exacerbated by the 2000 changes to the labor law 

and the expansion of an informal workforce. If this exploitation is the derailment of the 

Islamic revolutionary project, then the worker’s Islam is different from that of the ruling 

class. If it is the fulfillment of the Islamic revolutionary project, then neoliberalism was 

never antithetical to the Republic. Perhaps the worker is not religious and the debate I’ve 

laid out here is of little concern or holds little explanatory power for what she sees as her 

circumstances. Perhaps she is religious and this debate still has little impact on her 

material wellbeing. 

 The neoliberal reforms of the labor law have also made workers more 

geographically distant from each other and atomized, particularly in the informal sector 

and industries such as textiles with significant shares of women workers. Taraneh 

discussed the presence of huge clothing factories, like JAMCO, which owners would 

convert into small factories to qualify for exemption from the labor law. A separate 

manufacturing facility exists in one place, while a cutting section, sewing section, ironing 

section, and packaging section are also all completely separate. This also helps 

companies qualify for exemption from the labor law, by appearing as though they employ 

fewer than ten workers. For example, a company might use three separate apartments: 

three work in one, five work in another, while ten work in another. In a larger factory, a 

number of even twenty or thirty workers can form relationships with one another, and can 

enjoy their conversations with one another as they pass the workday. They can also 

organize collectively to improve their conditions. Under a regime of informalized labor in 
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which production is fragmented, however, they are isolated from one another. One 

worker cuts in one apartment, while another picks up the accessories and takes them to 

another facility. The system stifles communication between the workers. This system 

conceives of each worker falsely as a tiny, insignificant part of the process. On the 

contrary, an omission of any of these theoretically tiny parts would halt the entire system 

of production. 

 The forced atomization of workers into smaller and smaller units makes workers 

feel outnumbered, weak, and isolated. This atomization is a refined and extreme form of 

the alienation that is a fundamental part of capitalism. Historically, in factories with large 

numbers of workers, capitalists devised strategies that made workers feel separate from 

one another, despite their numerical size. Yet the atomization of workers that Taraneh 

described further exacerbates workers’ alienation. Workers are the producers: each 

worker plays a part in producing the goods, yet since they are fragmented and isolated 

from one another, they are made to feel insignificant to production. Nowhere is this more 

pronounced than under regimes of informal and home-based labor. Further, working in a 

home, whether one’s own or not, exacerbates the feeling of being alone and without a 

community of coworkers. The 2000 and 2003 amendments of the labor law in part 

enabled this form of fragmentation and worker atomization. But again, the fragmentation 

of production into cutting, delivery of supplies, sewing, and other segments of assembly 

mirrors the way Taraneh broke down my shirt into separate lines or sections that are 

individually monetized and valued. Other women I interviewed described similarly 

tedious informal sector jobs. Sharareh, a student in her late twenties, recounted one 

example, discussed in more detail in the next chapter: she had met an Afghan migrant 
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woman who had procured a home-based job for a glove manufacturer. Her job was to 

turn the gloves from inside-out to right-side-in.  

 Such atomization is one defining feature of neoliberalization. This economic 

landscape has formed part of the social conditions of the postrevolutionary generation. 

While educational expansion has made universities accessible for a vast majority of the 

Iranian public across class, and as women students slightly outnumber men in many 

fields of higher education, young people have become increasingly conscious of their 

emergence into a precarious labor market. Taraneh recalled another story of a young 

woman who had graduated college with a law degree. A related theme of worker 

atomization came up in her story. This time it was not that this young woman felt isolated 

from other workers, but that she had been isolated from her family and forced to work in 

a home accessory manufacturing facility several miles outside of Tehran. Leaving cities 

to find work in small surrounding towns was a common story according to Taraneh. She 

had visited these facilities in small towns such as those surrounding Karaj, a city west of 

Tehran. She had spoken with a number of young women who were working in those 

centers. One of them had completed her bachelors in law and was working in the home 

accessory facility for 300,000 tomans a month (about $71 in 2018). Her peers worked in 

small factories, producing assorted items such as sandals or home accessories. The best 

wage they could expect to receive was 400,000 tomans a month (about $95 in 2018). 

Taraneh recalled the feelings of both geographic displacement and entrapment that young 

workers would feel. Someone would come to work in such a town and feel as though 

they could no longer leave. Many of the families living in the town had arrived there after 

having been pushed out of Tehran by higher and higher costs of living. One of the young 
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women workers Taraneh spoke with had said, “this place has become cursed. We said we 

would come here, rent for one year, then our situation will improve and we will go 

somewhere else. But we can’t move. We’re forced to stay right here. We are sentenced to 

staying here.”  

In these ways, many young women graduate with credentials from the expanded 

system of higher education forged in the post-revolutionary period, yet attain work in 

clerical, service, and informal sector jobs that do not require these credentials.55 Their 

male counterparts are similarly over-credentialed as they enter part-time working-class 

jobs after graduation.56 The college graduate Taraneh talked about was atomized from a 

community that she had grown up with, a place that she had called home. The emphasis 

on place—i.e. the high rents in Tehran, the expectation the college graduate had that this 

new outlying town was temporary and her position would improve, the sense that the 

place was cursed—point to familiar and deeply evocative narratives in other parts of the 

world of the effects of capitalism on working people’s ability to lay claim to a place as 

their own. This geographic atomization goes hand in hand with the worker atomization 

seen in Zahra's case. If earlier stages of capitalism relied on amassing workers for mass 

production coupled with migration of the unemployed to cities, such large informal labor 

pools in the current moment re-atomize them from one another and geographically. 

 These economic strains, produced as they are from sanctions, government 

mismanagement, and labor deregulation, have also impacted the political consciousness 

of the postrevolutionary generation. For example, as I pursued learning more about the 

One Million Signatures Campaign while in Iran in 2015 and meeting former 
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campaigners, I had met Firoozeh who discussed experiences she had had before the 

Campaign that had been most formative for her gender consciousness and had led her 

into the women’s movement. A mother of two now in her thirties who had grown up in a 

working-class family, she became engaged in political activities at her university in a 

northern province of Iran in the early 2000s. She was arrested and imprisoned for these 

activities. She shared with me stories of working poor women who were her cellmates 

when she was serving time in prison. Firoozeh was the best known, and one of the few, 

woman activists at her university. While Chapter 3 explores some of her work during 

high points in the student movement in which students were struggling for greater 

freedoms and the democratization of the universities, she shared that her gender 

consciousness did not fully develop until later during her time in prison for those student 

activities. She had spent two months in prison where she developed relationships with 

several other women. She was in the general population with female prisoners who had 

been convicted as thieves, murderers, smugglers, and sex workers. She formed 

relationships and bonds of trust and emotional intimacy with these women. Firoozeh had 

been one of the early participants of the One Million Signatures Campaign in her 

province, which had started in 2006. Each province has a minister of political security 

and at the time that Firoozeh was in prison for student activism, this post was held by a 

reformist who “had some sympathies for us” and who pursued dissenting legal opinions 

for activists. As a result, Firoozeh was freed from prison after some months.  

Yet she recalled that her conversations with impoverished women over the course 

of her time in prison were a major factor that led her to the women’s movement. One 

woman she met in prison had divorced her husband who had difficulties with substance 
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abuse. She had a son, and both her and her son returned to her mother’s house. Her plan 

was to go to school, get her diploma, and find work. Unable to find formal employment, 

her ability to provide for her son became increasingly precarious and her condition 

increasingly exploitable.  

Firoozeh described the chain of events that ultimately forced her into sex work 

and led to her imprisonment. One day when her son was sick, she hailed down a car to 

take her to the pharmacy. She began to form a relationship with the driver of the car, and 

to trust him. The driver ultimately deceived her and took her to a neighborhood of sex 

workers, where her entry into this informal sector began. Another of Firoozeh’s cellmates 

had been imprisoned at the age of thirteen. She had been employed as a domestic worker 

by a wealthy doctor and had been accused of killing his son. The facts in the case were 

dubious and the narratives of the son’s death were disputed. The girl’s testimony in court 

that she had been raped by the homeowner was not looked into. She was an 

underprivileged migrant from a rural village and was unable to find quality lawyers while 

the doctor had several lawyers at his disposal. It was these kinds of stories that other 

women prisoners recounted to Firoozeh that affected her transformation from an activist 

concerned only with student issues to one preoccupied with gender politics and its 

classed dimensions. When she was freed, she tried to speak to judges and lawyers in an 

effort to free several of her cellmates, including those who had been imprisoned for sex 

work, and lighten their sentences. Firoozeh’s work on the case of the latter woman 

discussed above may have had some effect: while she had gone to prison as a thirteen 

year old, she was freed in 2014, now in her late 30s. In these ways, Firoozeh’s experience 

with economic precarity, both her own as a working-class student with dim economic 
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prospects, as well as that of the working poor women she met in prison, formed part of 

her consciousness as she entered political work in the student and women’s movements. 

 Her recollections from prison, when analyzed alongside Taraneh’s work at the 

Center for the Defenders of Workers, illustrate distinct though related processes of 

gendered vulnerability in capitalism, processes that are compounded by the toxic mixture 

of the international isolation of Iran in the global economy, the U.S.-led sanctions against 

Iran since the revolution, and the agency of Iranian elites in neoliberal economic 

restructuring. Alicia Shmidt-Camacho discusses related processes in Mexico, in which 

the Mexican feminicido, a severe uptick in disappearances and violent murder of poor 

women in Mexico beginning in the late 1990s, took place alongside greater 

neoliberalization. These killings included poor women who had migrated to the Northern 

border region to work in the lucrative maquiladoras, manufacturing centers for electrical 

components and other industries that were in free trade zones exempt from Mexican labor 

laws. Shmidt-Camacho argues that the Mexican state justified its lack of interest in 

defending the victims of these killings by banking on conventional thinking that the 

increase of women in the public sphere as industrial workers made them morally 

degenerate and that many of the women also were sex workers who lived “a double life,” 

making themselves more available to these types of crimes.  

Of course these state actors had ties to the elites that were making tremendous 

wealth from the predominantly women-staffed maquiladora industries. The state’s 

banking on that conventional thinking was thus disingenuous as it masked elites’ own 

consciousness that cheapened women’s labor was good for business. Schmidt-Camacho 

argues “neo-liberal policy permitted (or necessitated) the conversion of poor migrants 
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into a population with little purchase on rights or representation within either the nation- 

state or new global polities…. [J]ust as globalization enfranchises a new class of 

postnational elites, it also fosters the conversion of marginalized people into “disposable 

non-citizens” whose value to the international system derives from their lack of access to 

rights (Franco 2002, 13).”57 In other words, the free trade policy that denationalized the 

border region to make it exempt from labor laws paralleled a broader denationalization in 

which the state disinvested from protecting the general security and citizenship rights of 

people who had settled in the border region for work.  

 In the Iranian examples here, the workers Taraneh described who were exempt 

from the labor law were also vulnerable because of working long hours into the night in 

unfamiliar parts of town or in other cities altogether. The young woman with the law 

degree had managed to get a low-paying job teaching at a college in the same town where 

she had worked in the home accessory manufacturing facility. She often left the college 

after dark and was once sexually assaulted by a taxi driver she had paid to go home. The 

situation would have escalated had the driver not been startled by the passing of a police 

car. The woman used the opportunity to quickly get out of the car. Such conditions 

violate the freedom of movement of precarious women workers, as scholars have argued. 

Mexican feminist activist Julia Monárrez Fragoso, for example, argued that the neoliberal 

Mexican state, by neglecting to address and prevent the assaults and attacks on women 

workers, had failed to safeguard their right to daily freedom of movement.58 At its most 

extreme, the violation of this basic right takes the form of a feminicido, which has not 

                                                
57 Alicia Schmidt-Camacho, “Ciudadana X: Gender Violence and the 

Denationalization of Women’s Rights in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico,” The New Centennial 
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happened in Iran. Those with whom I spoke did however describe daily forms of assaults 

on bodily agency such as that of the young woman college teacher and accessory 

manufacturer. The stories that Taraneh discussed indicated deteriorating rights to 

personal security for women workers exacerbated by gendered neoliberalism. 

Gendered Precarity and U.S.-Led Sanctions 

 While in Mexico, a U.S.-allied state, the expansion of precarious labor pools was 

attendant to the North American Free Trade Agreement signed by the United States, 

Mexico, and Canada, the expansion of informal labor in Iran, considered a pariah state by 

the U.S. government, was exacerbated by U.S. sanctions and economic isolation. 

Precisely during the rise of sanctions and labor deregulation, women’s rights activists 

were quick to point out the toxic effects of sanctions and labor deregulation, especially as 

both of these would provide cover for right-wing ideologues opposed to the women’s 

movement. Sanctions, as part of U.S. imperial projects for Iran, are also part and parcel to 

conditions of gender inequality and have compounded women’s socioeconomic precarity 

and isolation. During the brunt of U.S.-led sanctions against Iran between 2007 and 2015, 

Iranian working women resisted U.S. attempts to paint sanctions as liberating. To these 

women, it was clear that sanctions were a price exacted upon the population. A brief 

titled “What the Women Say” published in July 2012 by the International Civil Society 

Action Network (ICAN) focused on the particular effects of U.S.-led sanctions upon 

Iranian women. One women’s movement activist was quoted in the report as saying,  

“These sanctions are not new. They started 32 years ago. I don’t know of 
any people who have suffered these kinds of sanctions over such a long 
period, except Palestinians and Cubans. They toppled our democratically 
elected government in 1953. After the Revolution, they helped prolong the 
war with Iraq, and as such helped push the Iranian government to the 
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right. I don’t know what the West has gained from all this. I only ask why 
do they hate us so much?”59  
 

Another activist’s remarks were similarly condemnatory: “The international community’s 

sole focus on the nuclear issue has resulted in the adoption of policies that inflict great 

damage on the Iranian people, civil society, and women. Militarization of the 

environment will prompt repressive state policies and the possibility of promoting reform 

in Iran will diminish.” This and other reports on the effects of sanctions described the 

severe decrease in availability of foreign-made medication including vitamins for 

pregnant women and children and women’s sanitary products.  

The sanctions also affected women, who bore the brunt of unemployment and 

were being pushed out of the job market. Women’s rights activists feared that sanction-

induced unemployment would serve as a pretext for conservatives in the establishment 

who wanted to relegate women to the domestic sphere and argue for men to fill scarce 

jobs. This trend seems to have been partially borne out as women’s presence in many 

formal sector industries began to decline during this round of sanctions. The national 

insurance provided by the state to housewives was also eliminated under the sanctions 

regime. The ICAN report also described the ways in which increasing unemployment 

would affect gender dynamics:  

As evident in other settings, women will bear the brunt of dealing with 
their unemployed spouses and the men of the family within the home. 
These new dynamics are likely to lead to increased domestic violence and 
family conflicts, as men’s inability to live up to social expectations can 
lead to depression and attacks on women (Yasmin Husein Al Jawaheri 
2008). Reduction in family income inevitably is forcing women to find 
new sources of income. Their coping strategies will likely include cutting 
back on their own health, wellbeing and dietary needs to provide for their 
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dependents. As in other countries, for the most vulnerable, poverty will 
lead to risky survival strategies including child labor and sex work- 
informal sectors which have expanded in Iran in recent years.”60 
 

The activists quoted in the ICAN report continued their political work in spite of the 

hardships induced by sanctions.  There words illustrate that the precarious survivability 

induced by war interrupts the trajectory of social movements.  It speaks to a grueling 

timeline of struggle that is at once resilient and fragile, so easily manipulated and 

disrupted by global politics and U.S. imperialism. 

 The economic devastation that sanctions wrought on Iranians was simultaneous 

and consonant with the increased fragmentation of labor and slashing of worker 

protections, one successful hallmark of the otherwise uneven neoliberalization pushed by 

domestic elites. Imperialist isolation by the West and domestic neoliberalization 

intersected and produce gendered effects. Many women’s rights activists in Iran were 

quick to see the toxic effects of a period in which the rise of neoliberal labor deregulation 

was simultaneous with U.S.-led international isolation of Iran’s economy, effects which 

included greater precarity for working women as well as justifications for right-wing 

patriarchal thinking that sought to limit women’s rights and freedoms. 

Organic Linkages between Gender Equity and Labor Militancy 

 Yet the women’s rights activists interviewed for the ICAN report were not the 

only activists to be politicized in the period of increased sanctions and neoliberal labor 

precarity, and to name the links between the two. Importantly, at the moment of Iran’s 

alignment with global trends of informal labor in the early 2000s, both the women’s 

movement and a wave of independent unionism emerged on the scene as activists made 
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efforts to strengthen organic linkages between labor struggles and gender justice. Despite 

the harrowing stories that Taraneh, Firoozeh, and others shared, both women’s and 

workers’ organizing continued in these years necessitated by these political and economic 

shifts. Taraneh’s work with the Center allowed her to conduct more research for the 

journal, which included a March 8th women’s issue that delved into the struggles faced 

by women workers. Taraneh talked about how the writers at the journal Future Path 

tackled gender inequality as integral to the workers’ movement. Each year for March 8th, 

they released a special issue where they investigated the conditions faced by working 

women. Of the nearly 800 articles and reports published in the journal, at least one third 

of the articles were related to women workers specifically. Taraneh herself stressed 

international solidarities and wrote on workers’ and women’s movements in the 

Philippines, Mexico, Nepal, Turkey, Palestine, and Iraq. One of the last things the journal 

published before its permit was discontinued by the Ahmadinejad administration was a 

workers’ calendar. It detailed all of the resistance that workers engaged in that year in 

Iran (2014) as well as some from years before. 

 Many women workers have also formed a consciousness of their power to 

transform gender and class inequity, and have taken part in labor struggles precisely 

during a time in which labor deregulation in the 1990s and 2000s combined with the 

effects of imperialist isolation of Iran to produce women workers’ precarity. In Pantea 

Bahrami’s 2011 documentary, A Look at Labor Struggles in the Past Three Decades in 

Iran, Maryam Mohseni discusses her experiences working at Alborz Electrical Industries 

near Tehran since 1984, in which women made up at least a quarter of the workforce. 

Under past practice, many of these workers who were single mothers were allotted two 
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days off a week to tend to their families. After the layoffs of the 1990s, pursued under the 

privatization policies of President Rafsanjani’s administration, the workers were only 

allowed one day off. The women workers at the electrical factory went on strike and 

demanded two days off as before. The male workers broke ranks with the women’s 

picket and continued work.61 Throughout the war years, the factory in which Mohseni 

worked would only hire women who could prove they were single heads of households. 

Employers discontinued this practice, however, after the war and the launching of the 

1990s privatization drive. By that time, the customary wisdom had changed to imply that 

cheapened women’s labor was attractive for profits. Recounting the story years later, 

Mohseni declared, “We will never break ranks with our male comrades. However, all the 

women workers who are working under the most difficult conditions in Iran, in order to 

fight class inequity, should also form a rank among themselves as women.” Experiences 

like the one Mohseni described around striking for days off to accommodate single 

mothers who needed time off to be caregivers force women workers to engage in debates 

with other workers and compete for leadership in labor struggles. 

 The proposed neoliberal labor reforms also in part motivated the rise of an 

independent unionist movement as well, including the Vahed bus drivers’ union that 

opened this chapter. In the early 2000s, some women workers also established their own 

unions when existing unions would not take up their demands. These included the 

Women Journalists’ Trade Association founded in 1998, and the Women Publishers’ 

Trade Association, the Women Teachers’ Trade Association, and the Women Lawyers’ 
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Trade Association all established in the early 2000s.62 In 2004, Sohaila Jelodarzadeh, a 

woman MP and reformist, was reelected to the Majlis through courting the votes of 

workers and unions.”63 In 2015, while I was conducting oral histories in Iran, thousands 

of teachers went on strike. They demanded a wage that is above the poverty line, as well 

as months of unpaid wages, equal pay for women and men, and improvement of sub-

standard buildings, infrastructure, and equipment of schools in large swathes of the 

country. In Iran, teachers’ salaries on average add up to one third of the poverty line, a 

standard that is itself quite low relative to the cost of living. A little over half of Iran’s 

teachers are women. Iran’s education system is in the center of controversy around 

proposed efforts at privatization in which public schools are being defunded and the state 

is encouraging the private for-profit management of schools, mirroring the global wave 

of education privatization in the United States, Chile, and other countries.  

 The 2015 teachers’ strikes have been significant also because of the participation 

of large numbers of women workers in the unionist movement in Iran under the Islamic 

Republic. Expanded women’s participation in the unionist movement is directly related to 

a number of simultaneous interrelated factors in the preceding two decades: the growth of 

a women’s movement focused primarily on legal changes, the growth of independent 

unionism in the face of repression, and the gendered impact of policies of labor 

deregulation, including women’s informal labor but also gender discrimination in the 

formal labor force. Elham Sharifi, a high school teacher and unionist in Shiraz, discussed 

women teachers’ participation in the 2015 strikes as transformative for both the teachers’ 

campaign itself and the unionist movement in Iran as a whole. In her article published on 
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an activist website titled “Workers’ and Teachers’ Rights,” she writes, 

Women teachers, with their significant presence at actions and in social 
media, have shown that they are committed and determined to pursue their 
union demands. A hopeful and positive point is that currently a section of 
core activists of the union are being organized by women… This civil 
resistance has been an opportunity for working women to simultaneously 
pursue both legal and worker-related demands at the same time that that 
they transform a unidirectional male-dominated view that puts their 
capabilities in social, political, and economic realms under question…In 
the recent gatherings, their participation broke the rules of masculinist 
protest, such that speeches and the reading of statements by some women 
teachers in some cities has shown us new models for union organizing: an 
organizing in which women’s presence is not passive but rather, 
determinative. 
 

In light of women unionists’ participation in transforming labor struggles, the emphasis 

then is no longer on simply thinking about coalition between women’s rights groups and 

labor unions. Rather the role that women unionists can play is a transformative one in the 

context of popular resistance and social protest generally, bringing about the conditions 

for these spheres to intersect and transform. Flouting the authority of Iran’s corporatist 

unions which are state-sponsored, the teachers’ struggles pushed the boundaries of the 

unionist wave started in the early 2000s by the Vahed bus drivers and other workers even 

further. Sharifi's notion of “breaking the rules” has multiple layers: breaking the rules of 

the corporatist unions that are state-sponsored, breaking the rules of the state, and of 

acceptable protest. Thus, the work of women unionists is a key site to explore the 

transformation of popular consciousness that leads to the potential for more radical forms 

of protest. 

 Viewing the unionist movement in Iran from the perspective of gender politics 

also opens up space for a more complex critique of the state-sponsored corporatist unions 

used by the state to diminish workers’ independent power. Jafar Ebrahimi, one of the 
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striking teachers and a prolific writer, shared with me dozens of articles he had written 

documenting the strikes as well as other struggles. I met Jafar through Sima, a former 

One Million Signatures Campaigner who also took part in supporting labor activities as a 

student. One of Jafar’s statements, also published through the Center for the Defenders of 

Workers, was titled “The Presence of Women Teachers in the Protests of February 29 

[2015], A Turning Point for the Emergent Teachers’ Movement.”64 In no uncertain terms, 

he critiques the patriarchal status quo of the teachers’ unions, the education system, and 

the neoliberalizing regime alike and speaks directly to his male comrades who occupy 

leadership positions in the teachers’ unions: 

At present, as in numerous organs and social arenas, women in the 
education system do not have a determinative role in areas of decision-
making; the small number of women in positions of decision-making 
operate under a patriarchal hegemony and the issue of gender inequity in 
the structure of the education system is not their concern. The lack of 
women in real positions has also caused educational content to be 
produced and codified based on a patriarchal outlook. Beyond men 
teachers, women teachers in the education system are burdened with 
helping the reproduction of gender clichés…The creation of independent 
labor unions in which women have a determinative role is imperative, 
vital, and inevitable. 

 
Jafar's statement is a critical look inward towards the system that employs teachers, and 

as we shall see below towards the labor unions which are failing to represent women’s 

interests. In another article on the Teacher and Workers’ Rights site, one Leila Malaki 

similarly charges, “Despite the high number of women in the teaching sector, how many 

                                                
64 Jafar Ebrahimi, Huzur-e mo’aleman-e zan dar tajamoat-e dah-e esfand, noghte 

’atfi dar jonbesh-e nowpa-ye mo’aleman, “The Presence of Women Teachers in the 
Protests of February 29 [2015], A Turning Point for the Emergent Teachers’ Movement,” 
(2015), http://bield.infoحضورر/ معلمانن- ززنن- ددرر- تجمعاتت- -10 ااسفند-  /عع-نقطهھ-٬،
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of them sit on the posts in the Ministry of Education?”65 In targeting a patriarchal way of 

thinking, rather than simply gender discrimination in the law, both Malaki and Ebrahimi 

point to a more fundamental intervention that targets schooling’s reproduction of that 

mentality. In other words, the transformation of schooling itself and the content of 

education is part of the movement to value teachers’ labor going beyond the bread and 

butter issues of wages and working conditions.  

 This treatment of gender does not appear to simply asterisk women’s rights in a 

list of concerns for the labor movement. Rather, Ebrahimi’s statement is an engaged 

attempt to offer concrete suggestions for the tackling of gender inequity as a focal point 

for labor. He is equally condemnatory of the teachers’ union as he is of the state and its 

education system under threat of neoliberalization. Of the union, he writes,  

In the Board of Directors of the [official] Teachers’ Guilds, women do not 
have a presence; particularly in the list of the Board of Directors of the 
Tehran Guild, no woman’s name can be seen. If the guild is in pursuit of 
the qualitative and quantitative transformation and upgrade, they do not 
have a choice but to acquiesce to fundamental changes. One of the 
features of this transformation is the presence of women in the decision-
making apparatus of the Guild. The Guild during these pioneering days 
will show how real its slogan of independence and movement towards the 
mass of teachers is and whether the union’s action can be evaluated as one 
that has the features of an independent labor organization. 
 

This critical eye toward the union at such a crucial moment when teachers are mobilizing 

is significant, a challenge that is meant to invigorate the movement with new momentum 

and expand its call for justice rather than a tactical error which shows division in the 

union. In this way, Ebrahimi, like the teacher and unionist in Shiraz, Elham Sharifi, also 
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argued that the need for teachers to form their own independent union was part and parcel 

to women workers making the union a force in gender politics. 

Without a doubt, women’s present circumstances in society are the result 
of a patriarchal and profit-driven mentality…in which misogyny in 
various arenas is its symbol. Thus, to the same extent that women struggle 
for the elimination of discrimination and for equality until they enjoy 
human rights, men believing in transformation and equality, also must 
distance themselves from their own privileged context which is 
completely non-natural and a construct of the present mentality and 
prepare the social spaces monopolized by men for the presence of 
women.66  
 

The impact of the women’s movement on the wave of unionism is clear in Ebrahimi’s 

statement. Further, his condemnation of a “patriarchal and profit-driven mentality” 

illustrates a number of points I have argued in this chapter: Profit-driven mentalities 

espoused by both Iranian, Western, and international neoliberal technocrats produced 

patriarchal regimes of labor deregulation in Iran. In the informal sector such mentalities 

underwrote isolating women to the home for home-based labor in the productive 

economy. In the formal sector, including in education in which over half of the country’s 

teachers are women, they must fight for their right to impact decision-making in the 

workplace, against male-dominated management, and within the unions. In response to 

these conditions, women teachers took part in large numbers in the 2015 teachers’ strikes 

at a moment of increased labor militancy in the teachers’ unions. 

 Ebrahimi, too, was a member of the post-revolutionary generation whose political 

consciousness was informed by the social and economic conditions of the 2000s. He had 

been imprisoned for his work organizing teachers. The very fact that I was introduced to 
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him by Sima and Tara, who were former One Million Signatures Campaigners and 

students who supported labor mobilizations, illustrated the cross-fertilization among 

activists and the links that they made with one another in these arenas of civil resistance 

in a period that witnessed heightened attacks from so many sides.  

Ebrahimi’s proposals for the 2015 teachers’ struggles also hearkened back to 

earlier Iranian public intellectual work on pedagogy and schooling. In one essay 

addressed to his fellow teachers, he discusses the work of the teacher, social critic, and 

children’s story writer Samad Behrangi, a Marxist who developed theories on critical 

pedagogy for the Iranian context reminiscent of the ideas of the more world-renowned 

Paolo Freire.67 Behrangi’s most important book on the subject, A Search and Exploration 

into the Educational Problems of Iran (Kando-kav dar masayel-e Tarbiaty-e Iran) was 

published in 1965, two years before Freire’s Education as the Practice of Freedom. Born 

to an impoverished Azeribaijani family in Tabriz in 1939, Behrangi would grow to 

become a prominent teacher in his native Iranian Azerbaijan who voiced critical opinions 

of the Shah’s regime and prescribed dramatic transformations of the public school system 

until his tragic death at the age of 28 when he was found drowned in the Aras River, 

many believe by the hands of the Shah’s secret police SAVAK. Behrangi is also the 

author of arguably the most famous and iconic Iranian children’s story The Little Black 

Fish. Despite the fact that this work has clear sympathies to teach children about risk-

taking and resistance to oppression, its appeal transcended the left political milieu in 

which Behrangi was situated and became a household title across Iranian society. Tara, as 

                                                
67 Jafar Ebrahimi, “Samad Behrangi, algu-yi ke faramush nemishavad, “Samad 

Behrangi: A Model Which Shall Never Be Forgotten,” (2013), 
http://www.kanoonm.com/83. 



 

93 
 

 

part of her work with campaigns of the women’s movement including the global day of 

violence against women, made T-Shirts imprinted with the little black fish’s famous 

words: “We can’t always just be afraid. When we start moving, our fear will fall away.” 

Ebrahimi brought attention to the fact that in 2012, children had burned in a fire at a girls’ 

school in the rural village of Shinabad in Behrangi’s native province of Azerbaijan 

because of substandard equipment. That same year in the earthquake stricken town of 

Ahar, also in Azerbaijan, equipment failure was responsible for students continuing 

classes in harsh cold.68 Keeping alive the work of Behrangi was a teaching moment for 

Ebrahimi and Tara, both in the labor movement and the women’s movement. They noted 

that the work of this pre-revolutionary teacher and public intellectual is unfinished and as 

important as ever. 

 Interestingly, neoliberal changes in Iran have also had unintended consequences 

for the post-revolutionary generation. One of these unintended consequences was that 

Tara, Sima, and Kamyar, former Campaigners I had met through mutual friends, used 

their position as part-time contract labor for the city of Tehran to develop neighborhood 

programs around women’s issues. All three were typical underemployed members of the 

post-revolutionary generation. In recent years, the government has lessened costs by 

decentralizing social services to contracted labor in the neighborhoods. As part of this, 

some small community support programs around healthcare, environmental awareness, 

and women’s issues were created under the auspices of the Tehran municipality with 

relatively little oversight. While neighborhoods have long had public neighborhood 

councils, in recent years these councils have gone from being solely cultural centers to 

                                                
68 Ibid. 
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offering such social programs. These programs first started in rural areas and little by 

little, they reached Tehran. Sima, Kamyar, Tara, and other like-minded people who had 

facilitated horizontal workshops around women’s issues during the One Million 

Signatures campaign, found work staffing and leading some of the workshops in the 

city’s neighborhood programs. While Kamyar was contracted by the city to develop this 

neighborhood programming, Sima and Tara split funds with Kamyar, and in effect all 

three found part-time temporary work for the municipality. Yet they used the opportunity 

to continue building political consciousness among diverse communities across the city.  

On one of the days the four of us spoke together, Tara had brought butcher paper 

from her work in different neighborhoods on which women had mapped out issues they 

faced in a diagram shaped like a tree or a fish skeleton. One word that had been written 

on a couple of the maps was manfi-bafi or negatvism, a certain atmosphere of stress and 

interpersonal friction among family members. Tara explained that women talked about 

the ways in which such friction was exacerbated by the burdens of both outside work and 

domestic work. Those who did not have outside work wondered why there were not more 

jobs so that they would not be unemployed. Many who were unemployed articulated 

feeling despondent which added to interpersonal family conflict. Some were embarrassed 

to take money from their husbands every day. Others were single mothers and heads of 

household. Many said that the combination of overwork outside the home and domestic 

work inside made them frustrated when their spouses and dependents did not 

acknowledge the value of their caregiving and household work. They told Tara that they 

believed the solution to this home climate of “negativism” was educational work and 

communication with their family members to strengthen mutual respect and 
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acknowledgment of care in the family as well as desires women may have to also hold 

outside jobs. These small engagements on the scale of the family should also be 

understood as part of a larger picture of social transformation. 

 I opened this chapter with the Vahed bus drivers’ union’s tactical collaboration 

with a women’s rights protest at Tehran University in June 2005 to demonstrate the space 

for intersection and join-struggle in class and gender politics. Tara was riding the bus that 

day to the action and the relationships she built with the bus drivers as a result of that 

action were foundational to her consciousness and political work throughout the decade 

as she and other students went on to support workers’ organizing. On May Day 2009, for 

example, a month before a popular uprising swept Iran in protest of Ahmadinejad’s 

disputed reelection, this time it was Tara, Sima, Kamyar, and another former campaign 

leader Ali who attended and coordinated support for the workers’ action. They were 

arrested that day along with 120 people, mostly workers and militant union leaders, and 

spent the next month and a half in prison, only to enter into the charged moment of the 

election protests and the turbulent uprising that followed. Again, these young people took 

part in the workers’ actions not simply as supporters or sympathizers of workers, but as 

people cognizant of the precarious economic landscape they themselves had entered into 

after leaving university. They had honed their political consciousness through 

overlapping campaigns of the women’s and student movements, yet they were also 

conscious of their own economic vulnerability. As I have argued, this was at a time when 

labor deregulation and informalization in Iran had also particularly heightened the 

precarity of women workers and was also impacting female college graduates who were 

forced into contract work, temporary work, or otherwise informal sector jobs. 
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Conclusion 

 The wave of independent unionism in Iran over the last decade-and-half has been 

one scene to launch an offensive against this landscape of precarity. In November 2017, 

two months before Iran was once again swept with nationwide protests that demanded 

“employment, bread, freedom,”69 striking sugar cane workers at the Haft Tappeh mill 

listened to a fellow worker as she proclaimed their demands:  

Until now, our demand has been the payment of our wages. We have not 
received wages for five months. That’s just those of us who are formal 
workers. Those who are contractual, even longer. Those on daily 
contracts, even longer. Those who were temporary, even longer. From 
now on, we don’t want our wages. From now on, what we want is for 
Afshar [the owner] to go! We demand the company be moved back to the 
public sector. Until such a time that nobody answers the workers of Haft 
Tappeh and their families, work in this company will remain idle… 
Starting tomorrow, the strike will extend to the county governor. We were 
five women yesterday. Five women. By blocking the road, we were able 
to bring about a revolution that reached the mayor, the provincial 
government, the national bureaus and the Ministry [of Labor]. Our work 
will not bear fruit until all of the brothers support us.70 

 
This worker brings attention to so many of the elements of workers’ struggles in Iran that 

I have discussed in this chapter. She condemns the privatization of her factory, which has 

allowed the owners to escape accountability to any regulations for wages, working 

conditions and benefits, on the heels of massive privatization drives which have taken 

place under successive administrations. Further, she identifies herself as a woman worker 

right after she calls out the company’s use of contract labor, temporary labor, and daily 

labor, all of which are forms of ever-more flexible, non-transparent, and invisiblized 

                                                
69 Khanlarzadeh, “Iran’s Streets Again,” January 4, 2018, 

http://zcomm.org/zblogs/irans-streets-again/. 
70 Tajamo’ va sokanrani-e porshur-e kargaran-e e’tesabi-e neyshekar-e haft 

tappeh, “The Impassioned Protest and Speech of the Striking Sugar Cane Workers of 
Haft Tappeh, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B5gYLFCV1uw. 
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labor which as I have shown in this chapter have compounded impact on women 

workers. She demands that all the workers, including the male workers, join the women 

who ignited the strike by blocking the road to the factory. She does this as someone 

cognizant of the ways in which neoliberal regimes of informal labor exploit the greater 

vulnerability of women workers as part of the very neoliberal logic of informal labor 

pools, contract labor, and temporary labor. Her work and that of others has the potential 

to increase women’s leadership in labor militancy across the country. 

 In this chapter, I have shown that Iran entered the neoliberal epoch late relative to 

other countries in the region due to a decade of revolution and war. Labor deregulation 

was constant in the post-revolutionary period, pushing the labor force into greater 

informalization. Yet popular dissent, too, has stood in the way of the full realization of 

the state’s privatization drive and neoliberal program, a program lauded by Western 

technocrats at the same time that the U.S. government was heightening sanctions and 

threats of war. Women workers have experienced this precarity, again at the same time 

that such Western and Iranian technocrats and the U.S. government made overtures to 

their liberation. Most importantly, workers’ struggles, too, have remained constant and 

have transformed workers themselves. The resistance of the Haft Tappeh women workers 

mentioned above must be placed in a longer continuous history, briefly touched upon in 

this chapter, of working-class and working poor women in civil resistance in Iran 

historically, stories that are largely under-explored in traditional histories of the Iranian 

women’s movement. Working women themselves, such as the sugarcane worker above, 

such the electrical manufacturing worker Maryam Mohseni, such as the 2015 striking 

teachers, such as Sima, Tara, and other underemployed youth of the postrevolutionary 



 

98 
 

 

generation, have conceptualized what a powerful intersection between the women’s 

movement and the labor movement might look like. At this moment, Iranians continue to 

face greater precarity as a result of U.S. imperialist economic warfare—given the Trump 

regime’s move to dismantle the nuclear deal and keep sanctions in place—and domestic 

policies to curtail workers’ power and diminish women’s legal position. Women’s 

participation at the intersection of labor and gender politics are thus important and under-

explored transformations in discourse and practice that will continue to impact street 

politics in Iran in the years to come.
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Chapter 2:  
The Politics of “Traveling Theory:”  

Martin Luther King, Omar Khayyam, and Black Feminism in Persian Translation 
 
 

I am not your enemy  
I am your denial 

-Ahmad Shamlou 
 
Introduction 

 “I am not your enemy/ I am your denial.”1 This line, penned by the renowned poet 

Ahmad Shamlou, a household name for Iranians, came up twice in my conversation with 

Niloofar who, along with several other activists, had participated in translating the Black 

feminist concept of “intersectionality” into Persian sometime around 2013. These mostly 

women activists, part of various social circles—students, workers, women’s groups—

were interested in engaging with intersectionality, a theory with roots in U.S. Black 

women’s political work, dating back to as early as the 1930s, that analyzes the 

interconnectedness of major systems of class, race, gender, and sexual oppression.2 They 

wanted to see whether it would open up generative debates in the Iranian context. Yet the 

use of Shamlou by one of these translators to get at the heart of the theory signaled a 

reaching for familiar concepts and ideas that had already emerged in cultural and political 

work in Iran long before activists sat down to translate. Some claim Ahmad Shamlou as a 

national poet and representative of Iranian cultural identity. However, using his verse as 

                                                
 1 Ahmad Shamlou, “I Cannot Not Be Beautiful,” in Madayeh-e Biseleh, 1983, 
http://shamlou.org/?p=277. 
 2 For more on intersectionality and the strains of Black feminist thought cited in this 
chapter see, Combahee River Collective, “A Black Feminist Statement,” 1977, in The Second 
Wave: A Reader in Feminist Theory, ed. Linda Nicholson (New York: Routledge, 1997): 63-79; 
Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race, and Class (New York: Vintage, 1983); Kimberlé Crenshaw, 
“Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of 
Color,” Stanford Law Review 43 (1991): 1241-1299; Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider (Berkeley: 
Crossing, 2007); Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and 
the Politics of Empowerment (New York: Routledge, 2009).  
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an explanatory mechanism for intersectionality causes his poetry to further transcend any 

cultural or national identity. “I am not your enemy/ I am your denial” is an analysis of the 

architecture of oppression and resistance. Denial can have two senses here. Niloofar 

interpreted the line to mean that the oppressor must deny the existence of the oppressed, 

indeed deny the very existence of oppression so that the prevailing ideology remains 

coherent. An enemy is a figure recognized by its foe, yet the existence of the socially 

marginalized must remain unrecognized, indeed denied, for the prevailing system to 

cohere ideologically. Yet her reading is not the only interpretation of Shamlou’s famous 

line, which has become somewhat of a refrain in post-revolutionary protest movements in 

Iran. Others have interpreted denial in another sense that lends a more militant air to the 

poem: the oppressed, from a position of strength, declares to the oppressor, “I am your 

denial,” as in, I will bring about your erasure, your removal, your end. The double 

entendre here attests to the textured meanings typical of Shamlou’s poetry.  

 Niloofar invoked the poet’s verse to make her point to me about intersectionality, 

and the double meaning works in relation to the theory as well. In the U.S. context, 

intersectionality, rather than glorifying or fetishizing the identity of the woman of color, 

is on a fundamental level about the complex workings of structural oppression. It 

describes the oppressor’s denial that class, race, and gender oppression exists. But it also 

describes the revolt of the woman of color when she refuses this logic, and when she 

denies the oppressor the very lifeblood needed to continue an unjust system. These 

layered speech acts—the Iranian woman’s speech alluding to the national poet and her 

citation of the U.S. Black feminist—means that translation must negotiate an encounter 
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among different national and racial histories. It means that an intellectual community 

across borders has come into being.  

 Iranians’ engagement with the work of Black women radicals is one example of 

what Edward Said calls “traveling theory.” It shows that the travels of knowledge have 

the capacity to produce multidirectional political movements. Yet the process of 

translation is itself a political act with consequences. I juxtapose this quotation of 

Shamlou by a translator of intersectionality with an earlier quotation by Martin Luther 

King Jr. to preface my argument about struggle and the politics of translation below. 

Around the same time that I learned of Iranians’ Persian translation of intersectionality, I 

also stumbled upon a speech delivered by King, which quoted a translation of a poem by 

the eleventh-century Iranian poet and polymath Omar Khayyam. The speech was called 

“Beyond Vietnam,” and it remains one of King’s most radical speeches.3 His quotation of 

Khayyam is a monumental plea. He delivered the speech to three thousand people at 

Riverside Church in New York on April 4, 1967, a year to the day before his 

assassination. In it, King’s condemnation of the “capitalists of the West” is unequivocal. 

His scathing assessment of U.S. society, which is “approaching spiritual death,” is 

mercilessly stark. Unsparingly, he argues, “I knew that I could never again raise my voice 

against the violence of the oppressed in the ghettos without having first spoken clearly to 

the greatest purveyor of violence in the world today: my own government.” Such a harsh 

tone is unparalleled in any of his other speeches. It is not surprising that “Beyond 

Vietnam” is little quoted and memorialized in official celebrations of King today.  

                                                
 3 Cornel West, ed., The Radical King (Boston: Beacon, 2015). See also “The Story of 
King’s ‘Beyond Vietnam’ Speech,” NPR, March 30, 2010, 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=125355148.  
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King’s quotation of Omar Khayyam is not trivial. He places it toward the end in 

the last five minutes, where the speech is climaxing and approaching its final 

denouement. Nor was Khayyam a passing fancy for King; indeed he cited him in a note 

called “Man: A Fatalistic View”, and he is critical of him in another paper, indicating the 

philosopher was often on his mind.4 But here, he concurs with him, claiming, “Over the 

bleached bones and jumbled residues of numerous civilizations are written the pathetic 

words, ‘Too late.’ There is an invisible book of life that faithfully records our vigilance or 

our neglect. Omar Khayyam is right: ‘The moving finger writes and having writ moves 

on.’”5 It is an alarm bell, a steady and unshaking warning. Our present is being written 

for us and our futures are at stake. The writing is by someone who is positioning us in 

ever-stranger places, producing the inexorable and excruciating feeling that we have little 

control over the events that produce our lives. King implores his audience to take a 

position on the war and to take it now before it is too late. Three weeks later, in a sermon 

he delivered in Atlanta that closely resembles “Beyond Vietnam,” King would once again 

invoke the same verse from Khayyam to entreat his audience, “for tomorrow may be too 

late; the book may close.”6 That people can wrest the pen away from the “moving finger” 

before the book is closed, that they can write its sentences, and that its final phrases can 

stem from their own hands and creative faculties: this is the epitome of King’s recitation 

                                                
 4 Estate of Martin Luther King Jr. ed., The Papers of Martin Luther King Jr. Volume VI 
(Berkeley: University of California Press), 205. See also: The King Center Digital Archive, 
accessed February 27, 2016, http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/document/man-fatalistic-view. 
 5 I have noted the timing of King’s Khayyam quotation in an audio recording: “Rev. 
Martin Luther King, Jr.—April 4, 1967—Beyond Vietnam: A Time to Break Silence [Full 
Speech],” YouTube, 52:47, posted by “Servant2All,” January 15, 2011, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OC1Ru2p8OfU.  
 6 Martin Luther King Jr., “It’s a Dark Day in Our Nation: Why I Am Opposed to the 
Vietnam War” (sermon delivered at Ebenezer Baptist Church, April 30, 1967), 
http://www.informationclearinghouse.info/article16183.htm.  
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of Khayyam. It comes at a moment in his own political and intellectual development in 

which he is brought to a ground-shaking crossroads with the racial capitalist state and its 

dubious nonpromises, a moment where the global horizons of that state congeal in the 

image of the catastrophe that was the human cost of America’s war in Vietnam.7 

 Yet an engagement with this transhistorical-transnational connection (a Black 

revolutionary of the modern period citing a medieval Iranian mathematician-philosopher) 

must also portend with the Orientalist shadow under which Omar Khayyam has been 

adapted into the English language. It is more accurate to call Edward FitzGerald’s 1859 

British publication of The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám an adaptation rather than a 

translation (Fitzgerald himself called it a “rendition”).8 Since then, Khayyam has been 

claimed by a large spectrum of people in the West. His legacy insofar as he has been 

translated by the West for the West must contend with a number of poorly simplified 

clichés of his work. His quatrains have been recited by Westerners from Bill Clinton to 

the contemporary TV show The Big Bang Theory.9 Thus, what makes King’s quotation of 

him different from these other ones? 

The Politics of Traveling Theory 

 This chapter is about the relationship between translation and social struggle. I 

argue that the translation process, because of its vulnerabilities to imprecision and 

imperfection, can decenter already constructed ethnic, racial, and national identities and 

                                                
 7 I invoke Cedric Robinson’s theory of racial capitalism. Cedric Robinson, Black 
Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (London: Zed Press, 1983). 
 8 Mehdi Aminrazavi, The Wine of Wisdom: The Life, Poetry, and Philosophy of Omar 
Khayyam (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2005), 208.  
 9 Kevin Merida, “The Democrats’ Last Don’t-Ditch-Him Effort,” Washington Post, 
December 12, 1998. ; “Sheldon Gives Penny the Moving Finger,” The Big Bang Theory, 
YouTube, posted by “YoureInMySpotFBPAGE,” September 16, 2011, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Odz-fB72Ko.  
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emphasize inter-group linkages, a practice of internationalism from below. Translation 

strives to bring a particular knowledge into the idioms of a different national or ethnic 

context. As I show below, the liberal English rendition of Omar Khayyam was crucial to 

constructing the identity of an emergent contingent of bourgeois Western intellectuals. 

Yet when in the hands of a Black liberationist such as King, this translation became about 

disrupting white bourgeois identity with the dreams of Black freedom, and it also became 

about forging an internationalist context for struggle that included a site such as Vietnam.  

 Related points can be seen in the contemporary Persian translation of 

“intersectionality”	  that I began with and also elaborate upon below. The Persian language 

pushed intersectionality to answer to social relations in the Iranian context. Yet as we 

shall see, because of the citation of U.S. Black feminists, the translators also presented 

their work as a transnational product of political theorizing. The case of race and 

ethnicity takes on quite different meanings in Iran than the United States. In this chapter, 

I will show that translators’	  debates about the relevance of those categories in that context 

opened up larger questions about the situation of groups which in Iranian discourse are 

often referred to as national minorities, or aghaliat-haye melli. Specifically, the process 

of translation became itself a political act that either highlighted or muted various groups’	  

differential relationship to capitalist modernity in Iran, depending on what Persian-

language categories one used as translations for ethnic difference. In other words, in 

translating ethnic difference from this work, translators implicitly challenged subsuming 

various othered groups under the sole rubric of “ethnicity.”	  Different activists centered 

different categories—including citizenship status, center/periphery stratification, and 

religion—each of which had distinct analytical consequences for different minoritized 
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groups in the country. Further, while U.S. and Western Hemispheric racial paradigms 

seem out of place in Iran, the Persian translation of Black feminist thought not only added 

to long-time debates around local ethnic politics, but also indicated internationalist 

engagement with global structures of colonialism and imperialism. It was a conscious and 

explicit choice on the part of activists that indicated an awareness of connecting struggles 

across different geographies.    

 Both Black feminism in translation in contemporary Iran and Martin Luther 

King’s quotations of Omar Khayyam are examples of what Edward Said calls “traveling 

theory.”	  In a pair of essays published seventeen years apart, Said both warns of the 

pitfalls of traveling theory and celebrates its dynamism. Said tracks the movement of the 

theory of class consciousness from the work of Hungarian Marxist and revolutionary 

socialist Georg Lukacs. In his view, Lukacs’	  original theory was defanged in Lucien 

Goldmann’s work in Paris a generation later, again de-radicalized in London with 

Raymond Williams, interpreted pessimistically by Theodor Adorno in Germany, and then 

re-radicalized with Frantz Fanon for the colonial context of North Africa. In the first 

essay, Said expresses a strict desire to preserve origins: “theory has to be grasped in the 

place and the time out of which it emerges as part of that time, working in and for it, 

responding to it; then, consequently, that first place can be measured against subsequent 

places where the theory turns up for use.”10 This original formulation is somewhat 

programmatic, implying that theory travels on a spectrum from insurgent when it first 

appears to sanitized and de-radicalized in the places it later turns up. Said recognizes this 

“bias”	  in the second essay and revises his view to allow for the possibility that theory can 

                                                
 10 Edward Said. “Traveling Theory,” in The World, the Text, and the Critic, (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1983), 241-2.  
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retain, or lose and then regain, its insurgent force as it travels, and that its “fiery core”	  can 

be “reignited.”11 This time, celebrating—albeit cautiously—Adorno’s and Fanon’s vastly 

different use of Lukacsian concepts “both as traveling theory and as intransigent 

practice,”	  Said argues that “the work of theory, criticism, demystification, 

deconsecration, and decentralization they imply is never finished.”12 He claims that “The 

point of theory therefore is to travel, always to move beyond its confinements, to 

emigrate, to remain in a sense in exile. [Italics mine]”13  

Transnational feminist scholar Chandra Mohanty would seem to agree with Said’s 

analysis of traveling theory. Looking at the ways in which her own work has been taken 

up by Palestinian, Swedish, and Mexican movements, she writes,	  “Each of these accounts 

identifies contexts in which there are both faithful translations of insurgent knowledges 

and distorting appropriations.”14 Said also claims, “There is in particular an intellectual, 

and perhaps moral, community of a remarkable kind, affiliation in the deepest and most 

interesting sense of the word.”15 In these words, his understanding of a community tied 

together through moving traditions of knowledge resonates with my discussion of an 

intellectual community across borders. In the two cases I look at, I argue that theory both 

transforms the context to which it has traveled and is radically transformed by it. 

Khayyam and King 

 The influence of Omar Khayyam on Martin Luther King is one example of 

traveling theory across distances of space and time. Omar Khayyam was introduced to 

                                                
 11 Edward Said. “Traveling Theory Reconsidered.” in Reflections on Exile and Other 
Essays, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), 436, 452. 
 12 Ibid., 452.  
 13 Ibid., 451.  
 14 Chandra Mohanty, “Transnational Feminist Crossings: On Neoliberalism and Radical 
Critique,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 38, no. 4 (2013): 982.  
 15 Said, “Traveling Theory Reconsidered,” 452. 
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the Western world by the nineteenth-century English writer Edward FitzGerald. He was 

taken up by a variety of British and U.S. figures, many of whom emphasized his critique 

of religious authority for a Western audience given a growing opposition to the power of 

puritanical Christian institutions in the Victorian era. Indeed, this representation of 

Khayyam, a Muslim, as the world’s first proto-secularist is interesting given that common 

understandings of secularism today locate Christianity (and thus the White Christian 

West) as the most welcoming religion to secular sensibilities. Thus, the English 

translation of Omar Khayyam is somewhat of a contradiction for the modern West. At a 

time when international politics were extolling the West’s capacity for secular tolerance 

as opposed to the East’s backwardness, a bourgeois contingent of Western intellectuals 

and artists were extolling an Other of the Muslim East, Khayyam, as a premodern secular 

subject after whom they could model themselves. Khayyam’s poetry, written in the tenth 

and eleventh centuries, was certainly critical of the power-driven moralism of 

ecclesiastical authority, that class of people that determines the acts and practices that 

make one properly religious. In addition to this, his quatrains’ apparent existential 

musings on the meaning of life and death were a major reason he was taken up by U.S. 

Transcendentalists in that movement’s later phase. 

 Indeed, there was a broader phenomenon in which a number of European 

intellectuals at the time—scientists, writers, and philosophers—would express that Islam 

was a more “rational” and enlightened religion than Christianity.” The now defunct term 

“Dark Ages,” for instance, is an example of a Eurocentric periodization of the “rational” 

human: medieval Western Europe was only “dark” because Europeans could not claim 

total ownership of their scientific and philosophical activity during the period since it was 
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heavily influenced by the achievements of Muslim (and Byzantine) neighbors, including 

hospitals as institutions for clinical instruction, ship-building, astronomical 

breakthroughs, and musical notations among others.16 With regards to modern 

secularism, at the same time that Christian Westerners in positions of political and 

military power were extolling the virtues of the West as the birthplace of secularism and 

rational thought, some of their contemporaries offered a decidedly more dismal view. 

Ayşe Çelīkkol discusses the nineteenth-century Irish physicist John Tyndall, for example, 

who wrote, “During the draught of the Middle Ages in Christendom, the Arabian 

intellect, as forcibly shown by [John William] Draper, was active. With the intrusion of 

the Moors into Spain he says, order, learning, and refinement took the place of their 

opposites.”17 Elsewhere he concurred again with Draper in arguing that “the literature of 

Europe has contrived to put out of sight our scientific obligations to the 

Mohammedans.”18 And here as well: “When smitten with disease, the Christian peasant 

resorted to a shrine, and the Moorish one to an instructed physician.”19 Such words call 

out the hypocrisy of Christian Western Europe in claiming secularism and rational 

knowledge as solely its identity and domain. Tyndall’s admission that Europe is indebted 

to the Islamic Golden Age and the myriad scholar-intellectuals produced within it, 

including Khayyam, is a rare one for his audience. 

 As part of its most basic purpose, Orientalism, the monolithic and categorical 

representation of Southwest Asia and North Africa (the Middle East) by European 

                                                
 16 Rabia Umar Ali, “Medieval Europe: The Myth of Dark Ages and the Impact of Islam,” 
Islamic Studies 51, no. 2 (2012): 161.  
 17 Ayşe Çelīkkol, “Secular Pleasures and FitzGerald’s Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám,” 
Victorian Poetry 51, no. 4 (2013): 523–24.  
 18 Ibid.  
 19 Ibid., 521.  
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colonial and imperial powers, seeks to construct the identity of the West and 

Westerners.20 It is this world-historical meaning of identity that I emphasize here: 

Orientalism becomes a significant project that allows Europe in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries to consolidate its idealized identity in civilizational terms, a process 

that had begun with the colonization of the Americas. This sense of identity as an 

idealized form of the human around which ideological battles of capitalism, slavery, and 

franchise and settler colonialism are fought informs my discussion. 

 King, a Black man and devout Christian preacher, came into contact with a 

Khayyam who had been constructed, through Western adaptation, as a premodern secular 

Muslim. Yet for King, to quote Khayyam politically, rather than simply existentially, as 

he had been quoted by the Transcendentalists and others including Mark Twain, is 

somewhat of a break in the history of the West’s encounter with Khayyam. While many 

U.S. Transcendentalists supported the abolition of slavery, they went to Khayyam for 

other intellectual-existential concerns. The politicization of Khayyam’s thought in terms 

of how it could relate to a world-historical system such as imperialism or colonialism was 

unique to King among Westerners at that time. In his April 1967 sermon, after 

mentioning Khayyam and warning about the looming close of the book being written by 

the “moving finger,” he ends the penultimate paragraph of the sermon with these words: 

“I can hear God saying to America, ‘You're too arrogant! And if you don't change your 

ways, I will rise up and break the backbone of your power, and I'll place it in the hands of 

a nation that doesn't even know my name.’ ”21  

                                                
 20 For more on Orientalism see Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1979).  
 21 King, “It’s A Dark Day In Our Nation: Why I Am Opposed to the Vietnam War.” For 
more on the history of political sermons like King’s in the United States, see Sacvan Bercovitch, 
The American Jeremiad (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1978). 
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This is not simply a sermon about the punishment of a hurt God for his subjects. It 

is an evocative declaration about political arrogance, the violence of which is both felt 

within and without a nation’s borders. Further, the image of Khayyam as a “secular” 

much less a Muslim was likely not lost on King who had read the Western writers who 

argued that Khayyam was critical of ecclesiastical authority. That the two can speak 

through each other is one example of a mode of politics for which the very category of 

“secular/religious” is inadequate. Mehdi Aminrazavi, a scholar of Islamic philosophy and 

religion, argues that while Khayyam’s poetry wrestled with questions of the relationship 

between this world and a higher world of divine truth, his poetry was also concerned with 

the reasons for injustice in this world, as he believed “that much suffering is self-caused 

and driven by greed, possessiveness, and a desire to have more.”22 

 King quoted the same translation of Khayyam in “Beyond Vietnam” that others in 

the West had quoted before him: the FitzGerald translation, which is a liberally adapted 

version of the original Persian. Indeed, there is no consensus among scholars of Persian 

literature as to which original Persian quatrain penned by Khayyam was the inspiration 

behind FitzGerald’s most quoted stanza, “The moving finger writes.” The Persian 

quatrain is a rhyming poetic form with the rhyme scheme A-A-B-A. Scholars offer a 

number of quatrains that could have been the original, and they are all quite different, not 

unrecognizable from the quote in “Beyond Vietnam” but quite different nonetheless. I 

include two such possible sources, both in the original Persian followed by a more literal 

                                                
 22 Mehdi Aminrazavi,  The Wine of Wisdom, 108.  
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English translation. These translations sacrifice the rhyme scheme to be more equivalent 

to the lexicon.23 

 ززيین پيیش نشانن بوددنيیهھا بوددهه ااست
 پيیوستهھ قلم زز نيیک وو بد ناسوددهه ااست
 ددرر ررووزز ااوولل هھھھر آآنچهھ بايیست بداادد

 غم خوررددنن وو کوشيیدنن ما بيیهھوددهه ااست
 
From the beginning was written what shall be; 
Unhaltingly the Pen is heedless of good and bad; 
On the First Day it appointed everything that must be— 
Our grief and our efforts are vain. 
 

and 
 اازز ررفتهھ قلم هھھھيیچ ددگر گونن نشودد

 ووزز خوررددنن غم بجز جگر خونن نشودد
 گر ددرر هھھھمهھ عمر خويیش خونابهھ خورریی
 يیک قطرهه اازز آآنن کهھ هھھھست اافزوونن نشودد

 
Nothing becomes different from what the Pen has once written, 
and only a broken heart results from nursing grief; 
if all your life through you swallow tears of blood 
not one drop will be added to the existing score. 

 
FitzGerald also composed a Latin sketch of the verse before finally adapting it into 

English. The Latin translates as follows: 

The supreme Dictate—the pen moves on—applies to everyone 
[. . . ] has remained irrevocable 
But if you were to bathe it in all your tears 
you would not erase the tiniest jot of it. 

 
FitzGerald’s final English adaptation in its entirety reads: 
 

The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ, 
Moves on: nor all thy Piety nor Wit 
Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line, 
Nor all your Tears wash out a Word of it. 

 
Iran B. Hassani Jewett argues that it is only the narcissism and entitlement that comes 

along with being the subject of an imperial power that allows one such as FitzGerald to 
                                                
 23 “Quatrain 36,” Exploring Khayyam (blog), December 21, 2006, 
http://www.exploringkhayyam.com/journal/2006/12/21/quatrain-36.html.  
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think his limited knowledge of Persian was no obstacle to translating Khayyam’s 

poetry.24 Edward Said only includes a passing mention of FitzGerald in Orientalism, 

calling his Oriental motif “principally a stylistic matter” as opposed to the politically 

instrumentalized form it took for other writers, who explicitly staged European colonial 

desires in their Orientalist literature.25 Annmarie Drury takes a slightly different position, 

arguing that FitzGerald, who was not a supporter of British imperial designs (according 

to Drury, he had a “dim view of expansion”), adapted Khayyam’s works liberally 

because of his own egoism as an artist and used a similar aesthetic of liberal adaptation 

with Western writers as well, including Spanish and French writers.26 

 If we look at the two possible original sources mentioned above, the ways in 

which the verse transforms through King’s voice comes into sharper focus. In the first 

source, the pen writes “unhaltingly” (for FitzGerald, “moves on”), and grief for what is 

past is in vain. In the second source, there is a warning against nursing grief because it 

only results in a broken heart, implying incapacitation. The speaker is not claiming 

destiny, as one might be tempted to interpret. In fact, like many of Khayyam’s original 

quatrains, there is a warning-like implication to transcend an immobilizing sorrow and 

take on present realities. 

 Thus, for King to transform the verse’s warning that present grief cannot change 

past events into a warning that the future's grief cannot change the crimes of the present, 

that we can take a position now and take control of the pen before it is too late, is a potent 

political act. His rendition transforms both that of FitzGerald’s as well as Khayyam’s 

                                                
 24 Iran B. Hassani Jewett, Edward FitzGerald (Boston.: Twayne, 1977), 143.  
 25 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1979), 193.  
 26 Annmarie Drury, “Accident, Orientalism, and Edward FitzGerald as Translator,” 
Victorian Poetry 46, no. 1 (2008): 47.  
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original. King reiterates the warning-like aspect of Khayyam’s verse, something one 

scholar argues FitzGerald loses in the transition from Persian verse to Latin sketch.27 

Twentieth-century Iranian intellectual Sadegh Hedayat rightly remarked, "Perhaps not 

many books in the world match Omar Khayyam’s corpus of poetry in the way it has been 

acclaimed, rejected and despised, altered, met with false accusations, judged and 

condemned, found general and world-wide fame, and, in the end, has remained 

unknown."28  

Yet I argue that while Westerners adapted Khayyam’s knowledge, they could not 

control its life or trajectory. In New York in April 1967, a fragment of that knowledge 

found itself in the words of someone who was deeply troubled by a nation’s ability to 

repackage its oppressions in new ways, someone who was committed to the struggle of 

Black people for unconditional freedom and increasingly opposed to U.S. imperial 

capitalism. While this piece may have been blown across distances by various winds of 

time and through the imperfect slips of Orientalist pens, my question is less about how to 

characterize the true Khayyam or how to seek the real intention behind his original 

message. Of course this is indeed a much-warranted and necessary endeavor and 

something that a number of Persian literature experts have undertaken.29 Here, I am 

concerned with a different question: Why did King quote him in the way that he did and 

how did he diverge from those before him? Through connecting Vietnam and U.S. racial 

apartheid, we see an internationalist King who, like other Black liberationists before him, 

                                                
 27 The scholar who authored the following blog is not identified. Exploring Khayyam 
Blog, http://www.exploringkhayyam.com/journal/2006/12/21/quatrain-36.html.  
 28 Sadegh Hedayat, Taraneh-ha ye Khayyam (London: H&S, 2011 [1923]), 1.  
 29 See for example this excellent article that includes a good Persian-to-English 
translation of Khayyam: Mohammad Tamdgidi, “Orientalist and Liberating Discourses of East-
West Difference: Revisiting Edward Said and the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam,” The Discourse of 
Sociological Practice 7 (2005): 187-201.   
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was bringing the terrain of domestic struggle to bear on an international stage, trying to 

make international solidarities meaningful. Under this light, the citation of Khayyam, too, 

is an implicit recognition that cultures outside the West have had rich traditions of 

knowledge, notwithstanding the fact that such knowledge can be interpreted in different 

and at times conflicting ways. “Beyond Vietnam” makes that knowledge current and 

politically urgent as part of a potent move against imperialist power, mobilized on the eve 

of the final year of King’s life and his confrontation with the racial capitalist U.S. state.  

 While FitzGerald’s adaptation strove to contain Khayyam within the West, the 

translation could not but exceed this when King used it to inspire transnational 

solidarities and to entreat his audience to be vigilant about standing against the Vietnam 

War so that the record would not show “our neglect.” King made Khayyam’s words his 

own to speak truth to the power of domestic struggles for Black liberation and the 

destructive U.S. military entrenchment in Southeast Asia. Will the moving finger record 

“our vigilance” or “our neglect” in these matters of oppression? The speech is itself a 

record of the conflicts and struggles of his own social reality: the questioning of his own 

nonviolent strategy by calling out the violence of the state; the damning critique of 

neocolonial resource extraction in Africa, Asia, and Latin America; the “business” of 

burning people with napalm; the warning that uplift is not about flinging a coin to a 

beggar but rather about realizing that “an edifice which produces beggars needs 

restructuring”—these are rapidly launched statements before the reference to Khayyam 

and they thus build a modern world-historical context for the verse itself when it comes 
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time to deliver it at the end of the speech.30 In short, King invokes the verse and then 

transforms it with the call for justice.  

Given Said’s foundational work on Orientalism, we cannot know if he would 

have been appalled at this example of traveling theory that I have suggested or rather 

intrigued; a classic 19th century Orientalist adapts Khayyam, who then is cited by King. 

But again, Khayyam’s poetry—a form of theory—was adapted with FitzGerald yet 

transfigured and inflamed with King at a point when the latter was at his most forcefully 

anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist. We can never know whether and how his political 

consciousness would have further radicalized had he survived. The example thus 

conforms to Said’s sketch of traveling theory as “intransigent practice.” As Devon 

Carbado has shown, so to do the travels of intersectionality, which I expand upon 

below.31  

Further, the radical solidarities with anti-imperialist movements that King 

signaled in “Beyond Vietnam” were part and parcel to an emergent and powerful ethos of 

the time which included the Black Power, Civil Rights, Asian-American, and American 

Indian Movements, as well as other New Left and working-class struggles. Iranian 

students in the United States and Europe were a part of these cross-fertilizing currents 

and engaged in anti-racist and anti-imperialist solidarities as they agitated around their 

own people’s struggle against the Shah. 32  Thus, today when we analyze a phenomenon 

such as the Persian translation of the Black feminist concept of “intersectionality” by 

                                                
 30 West, The Radical King.   
 31 Devon Carbado, “Colorblind Intersectionality,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture 
and Society 38, no. 4 (2013): 812. 
 32 See Nasrabadi’s work on these affiliations: Manijeh Nasrabadi, “ ‘This Flame within 
You that Can Warm Others’: The Feeling and Practice of Solidarity," in Neither Washington, Nor 
Tehran: Iranian Internationalism in the United States (Durham: Duke University Press, 
forthcoming). 
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Iranians, it is not a surprising development given this larger history of the association 

between domestic U.S. racial politics and the international politics of imperialism in the 

1960s and 70s. Indeed contemporary Iranian women’s translations of Angela Davis, 

Audre Lorde, and other radical women of color and U.S. Third World leftist women33 

since the 1960s can be understood as interrelated with King’s citation of Khayyam. 34 

While FitzGerald’s rendition strove to contain Khayyam within the West, the translation 

could not but exceed this when King used it to inspire transnational solidarities, to entreat 

his audience to be vigilant about standing against the Vietnam War so that the record 

would not show “our neglect.” Iranian activists did not aim to adapt Black feminist work 

the way FitzGerald adapted Khayyam. Their aims were more in the line of King’s, to cite 

Black feminists in order to open up new ways of thinking about Iranian social 

movements.  

 To be clear I am not idealizing translation. While the travels of theory can 

produce dynamic joint-struggles, it is true that there is an unequal scale of knowledge 

dissemination when most of the translating happens from Western languages outward. As 

Gayatri Spivak and others have argued, translation can also be deployed as a 

neocolonialist too.35 Yet it may also conjure a terrain in which knowledge must engage 

with that which is unfamiliar to itself the way that King made Khayyam’s verse account 

for modern systems of imperial and racial power. Similarly, in the example of 

                                                
 33 I am citing Cynthia Young’s term “U.S. Third World Left” with which she discusses 
people of color in the United States who connected their movements to anti-colonial and anti-
imperialist struggles across the globe. Cynthia Young, Soul Power: Culture, Radicalism, and the 
Making of a U.S. Third World Left (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006). 
 34 The following is one of the Persian-language articles on intersectionality, including 
discussions of Davis, Lorde, and Crenshaw. It is posted on the blog of one of the organizations of 
some of my interlocuters, Bidarzani: http://bidarzani.com/20234. 
 35 Gayatri Spivak, “The Politics of Translation,” in Outside in the Teaching Machine 
(New York: Routledge, 1993), 181.  
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intersectionality, it was a conscious effort on the part of activists to bring intersectionality 

to bear on power relations in Iran, yet the legacy of Black women radicals meant that the 

translated product was self-aware of the theory’s origins (whether in quotations, notes, or 

orally when activists were working with the theory in organizing spaces) and thus 

initiated transnational affiliations. Maria Tymoczko argues that a translated text has an 

“ideology”	  that is built in part on “the identity and affiliations of the [original] author, the 

identity and affiliations of the translator,”	  and “the connections of the translator with 

various social and political movements.”36 Yet this ideological content, that is, the 

political commitments and tenor of the text, can change depending on the choices of 

translators. It is to this phenomenon I now turn as I explore the translation of 

intersectionality into Persian. 

Contextualizing Intersectionality 

 While Bill Clinton referenced Omar Khayyam during his impeachment 

proceedings,37 it was Hillary Clinton who in the lead-up to the 2016 U.S. presidential 

election tweeted about intersectionality.38 This appropriation of the theory was deployed 

in order to secure the non-white vote for a candidate who had been part of the status quo 

of racial politics in the United States for much of her time on the scene. While 

                                                
 36 Maria Tymoczko, “The Space and Time of Activist Translation,” in Translation, 
Resistance, Activism, ed. Maria Tymoczko (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2010), 
233.  
 37 http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
srv/politics/special/clinton/stories/censure121298.htm  
 38 For Clinton’s original tweet, see: 
https://twitter.com/hillaryclinton/status/706670045410299904. Also, see these responses to the 
tweet: Kali Holloway, “Hillary Clinton Tries to Grasp ‘Intersectionality’ to Understand the Mix 
of Race, Gender and Class—Does She Get It?,” Alternet, March 14, 2016, 
http://www.alternet.org/gender/hillary-clinton-tries-grasp-intersectionality-understand-mix-race-
gender-and-class-does-she. Clare Foran, “Hillary Clinton’s Intersectional Politics,” The Atlantic, 
March 9, 2016, http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/03/hillary-clinton-
intersectionality/472872/.  
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intersectionality can be coopted into liberal discourses, its translation in Iran, on the 

contrary, referenced crucial debates among socialist Black feminists in the Combahee 

River Collective in the United States during the 1970s. It was not Combahee who coined 

the term “intersectionality,” however, which was actually coined by legal scholar 

Kimberlé Crenshaw” in 1989 as part of a set of influential contributions to U.S. legal 

theory and later critical race theory. While her contribution is often misunderstood as a 

form of identity politics, Crenshaw’s arguments were actually empirically grounded 

critiques of anti-discrimination law. Among her examples, she discussed federal 

legislation against domestic violence, in which immigrant women who had received 

citizenship through marriage yet who suffered battery from their husbands could divorce 

if they could provide reports from counselors, police, medical personnel, and school 

officials to testify to the spouse’s situation.39 She argued that “cultural identity and class” 

significantly limited immigrant women’s ability to take advantage of the measure since 

these women are less likely to marshal the resources and evidence needed to attain the 

waiver due to language barriers and a lack of economic resources.40 In other examples, 

she discussed the disproportionate dismissal of black women’s rape cases and the 

disproportionate lighter sentencing of their convicted rapists as opposed to those of white 

women because of racist conceptions of Black women as promiscuous and hypersexual.41 

In a fundamental critique of U.S. anti-discrimination law which had failed women of 

color, her theory implies that the state will only create reforms that treat people as a one-

dimensional identity (woman or Black) and thus cannot foster fundamental structural 

change for Black women and other women of color.  
                                                
 39 Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins,” 1250.  
 40 Ibid. 
 41 Ibid., 1281.  
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In a 2013 article co-written with Leslie McCall and Sumi Cho, Crenshaw argues, 

“While the reformist dimensions of intersectionality embodied interventions that 

addressed the marginalization of, for example, Black women plaintiffs, these projects 

were coextensive with a more radical critique of law premised in part on understanding 

how it reified and flattened power relationships into unidimensional notions of 

discrimination.”42 Thus, to speak of identities in this way is not to ascribe to a liberal 

reformist politics that hopes to win recognition of a protected identity in the law; it is 

rather an anti–status quo politics that argues social systems, enshrined in law, produce 

subordinated identities in the first instance. 

 Yet intersectionality also has a broader genealogy in the political thought of Black 

women radicals during the Cold War over several decades. In 1977, The Combahee River 

Collective, a group of Black feminists and socialists argued that “the major systems of 

oppression are interlocking,” in particular “racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class 

oppression.”43 They also maintained a socialist vision, while critiquing narrow 

understandings of socialism. They claimed, “We are socialists because we believe that 

work must be organized for the collective benefit of those who do the work and create the 

products, and not for the profit of the bosses. Material resources must be equally 

distributed among those who create these resources. We are not convinced, however, that 

a socialist revolution that is not also a feminist and anti-racist revolution will guarantee 

our liberation.”44 For Combahee, then, it is structures such as white supremacy, 

capitalism, and heteropatriarchy that are together the main focus for resistance. One of 
                                                
 42 Sumi Cho, Kimerlé Crenshaw, and Leslie McCall, “Toward a Field of Intersectionality 
Studies: Theory, Applications, and Praxis,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 38, 
no. 4 (2013): 791.  
 43 Combahee River Collective, “A Black Feminist Statement.”  
 44 Ibid.  
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the first tasks for the Iranian translators was to come up with a Persian equivalent for a 

word that even in its English original is uncommon and unwieldy. Niloofar, talked about 

how the Combahee term of “interlocking” was the first option translators focused on to 

come up with a Persian title for the theory. Darham-ghoflshodegi became an early 

equivalent term, meaning mixed together (literally locked together). This translation 

emphasized the Combahee River Collective’s theoretical leanings towards centering the 

systemic, rather than an identity-based notion of discrimination or only a critique of the 

law. 

 Combahee was part of a later phase of a radical strain of intersectional thinking 

that actually went back to at least the 1930s. Claudia Jones, a Black woman communist in 

the 1930s and 1940s wrote extensively on the linking of gender and race politics as part 

of the liberation of working and oppressed peoples, sharply linking the debates around 

the woman and negro questions—as they were then called. An established and active 

member of the Communist Party since 1935, she wrote of the ways in which conditions 

after World War II disadvantaged women, “especially the Negro, the working women 

and the working class generally, but also women on the farms, in the offices and in the 

professions.”45 According to Dayo Gore’s groundbreaking history of Black women 

radicals, Jones’ writings on black liberation and the “women question” made these 

central issues of debate within the CP during the 1950s.”46 Jones declared, “for the 

progressive women’s movement, the Negro woman who combines in her status the 

worker, the Negro and the woman is the vital link to this heightened political 

                                                
 45 Dayo Gore, Radicalism at the Crossroads: African American Women Activists in the 
Cold War (New York: New York University Press, 2011), 69.   
 46 Ibid.  
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consciousness.”47 According to Gore, Jones’ lesser known contemporaries, including the 

playwright and CP member for a period Loraine Hansberry, the poet Beulah Richardson, 

and other organizers in CP-affiliated groups espoused and expanded these politics.48  

 The Iranians translators of intersectionality only engaged with Combahee’s 

writings and experimented with an invented Persian word—darham-ghoflshodegi, a 

direct translation of Combahee’s term “interlocking”—as the equivalent term in Persian 

for intersectionality. Yet in doing so, they had touched a much longer genealogy in the 

thinking of Black women radicals with socialist and left affiliations. Cheryl Clarke calls 

these ideas “the practice of integrated struggle…what we now call intersectionality.”49 

Anna Carastathis discusses how these radical practices of intersectionality continued well 

into the 1980s, particularly in the context of transnational Central American and 

Caribbean contexts. Carmen Vázquez, a Puerto Rican-born woman and key leader in 

Somos Hermanas, a Central American solidarity organization based in San Francisco in 

the 1980s, attended a delegation to Sandinista Nicaragua, writing that it “was the first 

time in my life I’d been to a socialist country, to a country in Latin America other than 

Puerto Rico. It was an opportunity to bring my passion for solidarity with other Latina 

women, my lesbian self, and my anti-racist self together.”50 In their internal “1987 

Assessment,” Somos Hermanas also wrote about how they “had to deal with the racism, 

homophobia, anti-communism and sexism of some of the other solidarity organizations” 

                                                
 47 Ibid., 70-71.   
 48 Ibid. 43, 61, 65.  
 49 Cheryl Clarke, “But Some of Us Are Brave and the Transformation of the Academy: 
Transformation?” Signs 35, no. 4 (2010): 781.  
 50 Vasquez, quoted in Anna Carastathis, “Identity Categories as Potential Coalitions,” 
Signs 38, no. 4 (2013): 950-951.  
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present on the delegation.51 These were the radical left roots of intersectionality, despite 

current moves such as Clinton’s which limit the concept to efforts at institutional 

diversity.  

Given this context, it is not a surprise that it was a segment of leftists in the One 

Million Signatures campaign that debated intersectionality, ranging from people who 

viewed it as useless for the left and for Iranian social movements to those who were 

sympathetic and who spearheaded its translation. Intersectionality was a “traveling 

theory” that sojourned from its origins in the work of Black women radicals, then in 

between poles of domestication and insurgency within the United States illustrated by its 

sanitization in Hillary Clinton’s campaign, and then to a feminist left in Iran that used it 

to add to debates around neoliberal divisions of labor and local histories of ethnic 

difference. 150 years ago, FitzGerald believed that abandoning the literal translation of 

Omar Khayyam’s poetry for his own liberties would actually arrive more closely to an 

English version of the poetic form, meaning, and spirit of Khayyam’s quatrains. Whether 

he was successful in arriving there is the subject of another paper. Conversely, these 

women, working in prose of course, wanted to stay as close to literal translation as 

possible to offer a firm basis for engaging the theory in Iran. Yet, as we shall see, the 

terms they chose had specific consequences for strategies of mobilization within their 

communities.  

Translating Intersectionality into Persian 

 As I suggest earlier, most of the activists with whom I conducted oral histories 

were involved in a widespread women’s rights campaign in Iran called the One Million 

Signatures Campaign. At its height between 2006 and 2008, the Campaign organized 
                                                
 51 Vasquez, quoted in Carastathis, 953.  
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women across political ideologies including liberal feminists, women who used Islamic 

discourses as a basis for reform, and radical leftist women to gather a million signatures 

in support of repealing ten items of Iranian civil and criminal law that enshrined gender 

discrimination. During the 1990s, activist lawyers had won piecemeal reforms in the law 

which gave women somewhat more rights than before to protect themselves financially 

from men’s unilateral right to divorce and also allowed women some limited rights to 

initiate divorce. Yet the civil code still recognized divorce predominantly as a husband’s 

right, not that of a wife. The project’s goal was to transform the law to grant women more 

autonomy not only over matters of marriage and divorce, but also of child custody, the 

age of criminal responsibility, inter-nationality marriages, and inheritance, among other 

issues.52 Unequal inheritance laws, for example, are often justified by the notion that 

since husbands are legally bound to provide for wives as well as themselves, that they are 

thus entitled to double these financial measures. In a changing Iranian society in which 

women make up over half of enrolled university students in some fields and are providing 

for themselves increasingly as their ranks in the labor force have heightened, these 

mentalities have faced greater and greater scrutiny.  

 The Campaign, as with so many activist projects, experienced intense internal 

debate, critique, and divisions. Particularly, some leftist critics, including some within the 

campaign, asked: “Where is the class analysis here? Is reforming family law really 

working women’s first priority?” Or, “What kind of inheritance do working class women 

even have?”  One campaigner, Tara, who had organized in leftist student circles, refuted 

                                                
 52 Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani, Iranian Women’s One Million Signatures Campaign for 
Equality: The Inside Story (Bethesda: Women's Learning Partnership, 2009. See also Catherine 
Sameh, “Signatures, Rights, Networks: Iranian Feminism in the Transnational Sphere,” (PhD 
diss., Rutgers, 2012), 207-213. 
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the critique from her comrades that the campaign was blind to class. For her, a major 

feature of being working-class was that, in that economic position, one faces the violence 

of the law much more acutely than that which is experienced by financially stable 

women. While wealthy women can use the legal system to a degree to advance their 

interests through the hiring of better qualified lawyers and other benefits, working-class 

women are more likely to suffer from abusive marital situations, feeling the brunt of 

family law more acutely since they lack the social and economic capital to contest the 

law. Others agreed and pushed for an analysis of neoliberalism in the Iranian context. 

Conversely, some leftists both within the campaign and outside of it were frustrated by 

the charge of liberal feminists that the left in Iran had been historically blind to gender 

and that the Campaign was new and unprecedented. These Campaigners reminded others 

that the Tudeh Party led far-reaching nation-wide signature campaigns for women’s 

rights in 1951 and again in 1979.53 An aversion to “ideology” propagated by some of the 

well-seasoned women’s rights activists was in part a jab at the left, which ascribed to the 

historical Iranian left writ large a gender-blindness that was monolithic and inaccurate. 

 While class was one point of debate among Campaigners, Kurdish activists 

critiqued the Campaign for centering Persian women, disregarding the structural 

oppression that Kurdish people in Iran had faced as a marginalized national or ethnic 

group. Others brought up immigrant status and citizenship, discussing the precarity of 

Afghan women migrants in Iran. The Campaign did target and oppose Iran’s citizenship 

codes, in which citizenship is solely transferred through fathers. This was particularly 
                                                
 53 For the Tudeh campaigns, see Ervand Abrahamian, Iran Between Two Revolutions 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), 335-336; see also Nahid Nosrat, Negah-i be 
tajrobe-ye ‘tashkilat-e demokratik-e zanan-e Iran, “A Look at the Experience of the “Democratic 
Society of Women of Iran,” BBC Persian (2012): 
http://www.bbc.com/persian/iran/2012/02/120202_l44_tudeh_party_women_organizations.  
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important for Iranian women who marry Afghan migrant men in Iran, whose children do 

not enjoy the protections or benefits of citizenship. Scholar activist Noushin Khorasani 

estimated the number of marriages between Iranian women and Afghan men to be 

between 45,000 and 70,000 in 2009.54 Here, class is also an important element as low-

income Iranian women are more likely to live in neighborhoods with high populations of 

Afghan migrants and thus more likely to marry Afghan men. While Iranian women 

cannot transfer citizenship to Afghan husbands, Iranian men can transfer citizenship to 

Afghan wives; however, class and cultural factors prevent most Afghan women from 

marrying Iranian men and attaining citizenship via this pathway. No mention was made 

in Campaign literature of Afghan women, most of whom are barred from attaining 

Iranian citizenship and make up a segment of Iran’s working poor. All of these critiques, 

many of which came from activists who participated in the Campaign themselves, led to 

an extended debate after the project’s failure to win legal reforms even with the collection 

of a hundred thousand signatures. The demise of the Campaign was ultimately sealed 

after the state repression that followed the massive mobilizations against former president 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s disputed reelection in 2009.  

 Yet not only were the discussions about these internal politics concerning Iran’s 

ethnic and class landscape present in the debates, but another terrain upon which the 

debate unfolded was an international-focused view that intersectionality might be useful 

to Iranian women as a group facing ongoing and historic U.S. imperialism, especially 

during the current period of intensified sanctions. In this latter view, discussed more 

thoroughly in Chapter 1, the forces of sociocultural patriarchy, state repression, U.S. 

                                                
 54 Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani, Iranian Women’s One Million Signatures Campaign for 
Equality: The Inside Story (Bethesda: Women's Learning Partnership, 2009), 29.  
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economic warfare through sanctions, and the intensifying threat of U.S. or Israeli 

invasion, itself part of historic Western imperial positioning against Iran, were structural 

forces that intersected—or were “interlocking” to invoke the Combahee term—with 

particular consequences for Iranian women.  

 When activists sat down to translate intersectionality, they felt the pressure of 

both the domestic critiques and the international view, and they saw the two terms 

“intersection” and “interlocking” as intimately related. Darham-ghoflshodegi was 

discarded early on due to concerns that the term might be heard as alien and cumbersome 

and that it might not enjoy popular circulation. One former Campaigner, Sharareh, 

remarked that later on someone suggested a term that ultimately did receive a majority 

vote (this was a group translation process) but still faced skepticism and frustration. The 

term, taghato-yaftegi, literally translates as “having come to intersect” (taghato meaning 

intersection). Sharareh felt that the term was an over-simplification. For her, the theory 

itself extended beyond the limits of its iconic title and described complex power relations 

that were not captured by the metaphor of a four-way intersection, where two supposedly 

static identities intersect.  

Niloofar, an Azeri-Iranian campaigner, seemed more compelled by Combahee’s 

concept of “interlocking” systems, arguing for a systemic analysis that went beyond legal 

reforms. She argued:  

If you think of for example five different social movements which exist or 
have existed in our society, when each of these doesn’t accept the others, 
they actually function as the entire system that doesn’t accept any of them. 
I mean that they become, in actuality, a segment of that system that 
doesn’t accept any of them, and they don’t understand this: that they 
become part of the scissors that wants to cut all of these [movements and 
communities] away. 
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Her instructive read shares resonances with the Combahee argument inflected by her own 

experience of state repression in Iran. In effect, she argues that it is we ordinary people, 

who carry out the state and capital’s project of exclusion. If the workers’ movement 

excludes women workers and if the women’s movement is not a movement for the 

interests of working class women and Kurdish women, for example, then together both 

movements reproduce the system’s exclusionary practices. Rather than thinking of the 

system in some abstract way as the external site of power that we are all struggling 

against, Niloofar highlighted how in struggle, when we reduce our movements to one-

dimensional identities or positions (such as women or workers), we internalize the social 

and economic system’s imperative to exclude. Middle class reform movements cut 

working-class people away. Yet when the working-class woman deems ethnic 

stratification unimportant, she similarly cuts away the Kurdish or Baluch or Afghan 

woman. Male-centered national liberation movements, in reproducing bourgeois gender 

ideologies, cut away women’s struggles. Together, they fulfill the broader system’s 

project of removing and managing its dissenters and oppositions. 

 As I show below, translating the category of “ethnicity” into Persian from this 

work had consequences for how to analyze the position of different national minorities 

vis-à-vis capitalist relations in Iran. Sharareh felt that one of the most meaningful cases of 

stratification for the translation of intersectionality was the situation of Afghan migrants 

and refugees, a group structurally excluded because of their status as non-citizens yet a 

group which also includes several ethnic subsets within it. According to the UNHCR, 

outside of Africa, Iran is one of the countries that absorbs the highest economic impact of 
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refugees world-wide.55 Since at least the mid-2000s, Iran has also been among the 

countries that accept the largest number of refugees world-wide, mostly from 

Afghanistan and Iraq.56 There are just under one million Afghan refugees registered in 

Iran with the UNHCR. An additional 1.5 to 2 million Afghan migrants are 

undocumented, bringing the total number to as high as 3 million.57 Previously, Afghans 

who had fled the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in the 1980s were accorded the 

honorable status of mohajerin (those exiled for religious reasons) by the Iranian state. 

Until 1995, they had some access to subsidized healthcare, food, and primary and 

secondary education, though limited to employment in manual industrial labor.58 This 

policy changed towards subsequent waves of Afghan refugees who were not afforded 

even these minimal rights. Since 2000, only Afghans who are legally registered and thus 

able to obtain work permits are able to work in the country.59  

The labor stratification of this group further compounds along lines of gender. 

The construction and agricultural sectors employ the highest concentration of Afghan 

workers.60 Since these sectors typically employ men, Afghan women have a much harder 

time obtaining legal work permits, and take informal sector jobs that often entail home-

                                                
 55 Wenona Giles, “Livelihood and Afghan Refugee Workers in Iran,” in Class, 
Contention, and a World in Motion, eds. Winnie Lem and Pauline Barber (New York: Berghahn 
Books, 2010), 26.  
 56 Ibid., 29.  
 57 Ashraf Zahedi, “Transnational Marriages, Gendered Citizenship, and the Dilemma of 
Iranian Women Married to Afghan Men,” Iranian Studies 40, no. 1 (2007): 231. See also Patrick 
Strickland, “Why are Afghan Refugees Leaving Iran?” Al Jazeera, May 17, 2016, 
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2016/05/afghan-refugees-leaving-iran-
160511103759873.html.  
 58 Mohammad Jalal Abbasi-Shavazi, cited in Giles, “Livelihood and Afghan Refugee 
Workers in Iran,” 30. Also see Zahedi, “Transnational Marriages,” 231.  
 59 Giles, “Livelihood and Afghan Refugee Workers in Iran,” 31.  
 60 Hamid Sepehrdoust, “The Impact of Migrant Labor Force on Housing Construction of 
Iran,” Journal of Housing and the Built Environment 28, no. 1 (2013): 70. See also Abbasi-
Shavazi, quoted in Giles, “Livelihood and Afghan Refugee Workers in Iran,” 31.  
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based product preparation or tailoring.61 This aligns with the broader trend in Iran, 

discussed in Chapter 1, in which women are entering the informal labor market at a 

higher rate than the formal labor force.62 Among the small percentage of refugees that 

live in official camps, women receive meager pay for tasks such as making brooms, 

weaving, cleaning saffron, shelling pistachios, cleaning wool, and making chains.63 Such 

are the precarities lived by Afghan refugee and migrant women, a subset of a large—by 

global standards—precarious refugee population. 

 Sharareh, herself an Iranian citizen, had formed relationships with Afghan 

migrant women in a working-class south-central neighborhood in Tehran as part of her 

research as a graduate student at a university in Tehran. She talked about one woman she 

met whose story. which I briefly touched on in Chapter 1, represented ever-stranger 

forms of alienation in informal labor: 

Sharareh: The strangest of it all, which I never thought would be a job— 
there was a woman who turned gloves right-side in. Turning gloves right-
side in is a job.  
Me: For who would she do this? 
Sharareh: A manager, from outside. She would bring gloves that were all 
sewn for the left hand…She had [her own] housework, and she would also 
get these jobs from outside. She would bring these gloves which had been 
given to her by her manager to her home, and she would turn the gloves 
right-side in. This was one of her jobs. And you know, they usually do not 
give Afghan refugee women work permits. You see how much of a 
catastrophe this is? 

 
Sharareh pointed out that housework in the context of women’s informal labor ceases to 

only be reproductive labor. The example she recounted allows us to understand that the 

                                                
 61 Giles, “Livelihood and Afghan Refugee Workers in Iran,” 32. 
 62 World Bank, “Economic Implications of Lifting Sanctions on Iran,” MENA Quarterly 
Economic Brief, 2015, 15.  
 63 Giles, “Livelihood and Afghan Refugee Workers in Iran,” 32. See also Catherine 
Squire and Negar Gerami, “Afghan Refugees in Iran: The Needs of Women and Children,” 
Forced Migration Review 3 (1998): 20.  
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domestication of women’s labor is not only beneficial for the reproduction of the 

household. Under regimes of labor deregulation and the informal sector, the 

domestication of women’s labor becomes also vital and highly profitable to the 

productive economy. Manufacturers employ cheap, precarious, home-based labor for 

tasks as mundane as turning gloves right-side-in. 

 Thus, Sharareh felt that it was important to translate intersectionality via concepts 

of nation and citizenship with her focus on Afghan migrants and the informal labor force. 

Yet other translators grappled with how meaningful categories such as “nation”, 

“ethnicity”, and “race” were for the context of Iran. Sima, Tara, and Kamyar, Campaign 

leaders and students who had also been involved in supporting labor mobilizations and 

student organizing, grappled with how they came to intersectionality by way of Black 

feminism while at the same time having always felt that multiple sets of power relations 

governed their lives. In the course of our conversation, they questioned which categories 

of difference were relevant in Iran: 

Kamyar: When you ask about how we discovered intersectionality theory, 
it wasn’t necessarily accidental, nor was it a new discovery. For example, 
before 2009—at any rate there were some things that had been translated 
luckily. I had read Black feminism but during that time…I said this does 
not relate to us— 
Sima. We didn’t understand its usefulness [for our context]. 
… 
Kamyar: But then, reading intersectionality, I don’t know how we were 
able to substitute ethnicity so easily for race. 
Tara: No, [ethnicity] existed in some of [the Black feminist] literature. 
Kamyar: Yes, in some of it, it did. Some of them used “nation.” 
Tara: We said, “let’s put our own marginalizing structures and see.” We 
also put religion. 
Sima: Yes, “nation,” [Patricia Hill] Collins uses “nation” as well. 
Kamyar: For example, the activists of the Kurdish movement…they don’t 
see themselves in ethnic terms; they see themselves as a nation and they 
seek the rights of a nation. And we would hear that and we didn’t know 
how to respond. Talking about it was complicated. In this way, 



 

131 
 

 

intersectionality helped us. Or I don’t know, is that what prompted us to 
get acquainted with it? 

 
The weighing of the terms “nation,” “ethnicity,” and “race” testifies to both the difficulty 

activists faced in translation but also the dynamism of the theory itself. For Sharareh, 

categories of “citizenship” and “migrant” made intersectionality relevant to analyze 

Afghan women’s position to a stratified economy in Iran. Broader concepts of “ethnicity” 

or “race” seemed less immediately useful. The modern conception of race involves 

phenotypic markers, and no set of phenotypic markers, however constructed, necessarily 

sets these groups apart in mainstream Iranian discourses, though linguistic markers 

certainly do.64 “Ethnicity” or qomiat, on the other hand, may point to a multicultural 

mosaic of different ethnic groups under one nation; hence, as Kamyar said, many Kurdish 

activists did not like the term.  

 Indeed, Kamyar’s remark that some Kurdish activists rejected “ethnicity” in favor 

of “nation” resonates with a similar critique of intersectionality that many indigenous 

scholar-activists and their collaborators in North America have made. Eve Tuck and K. 

Wayne Yang, among others, have argued that indigenous peoples are not yet another 

ethnic group to be “asterisked” as a racialized minority under the nation-state. Rather, 

they are a group seeking sovereignty from the state and the survival of their lifeways.65 

Relatedly, many Kurdish people, the largest stateless group in the world scattered across 

Syria, Iran, Turkey, and Iraq, have been increasingly framing their struggle in terms of 

“autonomy.” This development resonates with Kamyar’s description of Iranian Kurdish 

                                                
 64 Omi and Winant talk about race and racism in the Americas in part as “distinguishing 
among human beings according to their corporeal characteristics” which “became linked to 
systems of control, exploitation, and resistance.” Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial 
Formation in the United States, Third Edition (New York: Routledge, 2015), 3. 
 65 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization is Not a Metaphor,” Decolonization: 
Indigeneity, Education & Society 1 (2012): 23.  
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activists who wanted to reject being asterisked as an ethnic group within the national 

body but who sought a level of autonomy. This desire to identify as a national group does 

not necessarily mean seeking an independent nation-state since many understand all too 

well the destructive aspects of enshrining territorial boundaries with an idealized national 

identity. Rather, activists may seek an autonomous region similar to the ways in which 

the Kurdish movement has developed in recent years in Rojava in northern Syria. 

Further, some activists with whom I spoke suggested that the relationship between class 

and gender had been historically much more prominent in Iranian debates than the 

relationship between ethnicity and gender or nation and gender. Kamyar, for example, 

asserted “We went to intersectionality primarily because of ethnicity. We had more of an 

understanding of class and gender before like the social feminists.” 

 The translation of these concepts therefore depended on how meaningful they 

could be for the situation of ethnic groups in the Iranian context. While Persian ethnicity 

and Iranian nationality are often seen as interchangeable in the West (even by Iranians 

themselves), in reality ethnic Persians make up approximately half of the population of 

Iran. While it is hard to definitively pin down population percentages, a diverse array of 

sources conclude that the non-Persian population in Iran is slightly less or slightly more 

than 50%, depending on the source.66 The largest minority ethnic groups are Azeris 

(24%) and Kurds (7%), while smaller populations include Baluch, Lur, Turkmen, Arab, 

                                                
 66 a sampling of different sources on Iran’s population by ethnicity: Mohammad Akhbari 
and Hossein Zolfeghari, "A Geopolitical Analysis of Ethnicity in Iran, with an Emphasis on 
Challenges and Opportunities," Geopolitics Quarterly 5, no. 3 (2009); Marat Grebennikov, “The 
Puzzle of a Loyal Minority: Why Do Azeris Support the Iranian State?” Middle East Journal 67, 
no. 1 (2013); Alam Saleh and James Worrall, “Between Darius and Khomeini: Exploring Iran’s 
National Identity Problematique,” National Identities 17, no. 1 (2015): 77; Dona Stuart, “The 
Middle East Today: Political, Geographical and Cultural Perspectives,” Taylor & Francis (2008): 
29;. David Yaghoubian, Ethnicity, Identity, and the Development of Nationalism in Iran 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2014).  
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and Armenian peoples. Often, all of these groups are discussed among some Iranians as 

aghaliat-haye melli, or national minorities. This term is more widely used than qom or 

qomiat, which are the direct literal translations for “ethnic group” and “ethnicity.” Ethnic 

struggles took place in the aftermath of the Revolution, particularly among Kurds and 

Turkmen, and were repressed. Yet the new state also responded by recognizing ethnic 

difference in the Constitution of the Islamic Republic.67 Yet the manifestation of these 

rights is highly disputed within Iran.  

 The situation of the Kurds was thus another focal point in Iranian women's 

translation of intersectionality. Kurdish people, especially Sunni Kurds, have been 

overwhelmingly refused appointed government posts in Kurdistan province where they 

make up the majority of the population, as well as in Kermanshah, Ilam, and West 

Azerbaijan provinces where they make up significant proportions of the population.68 

They have also been disproportionately refused mid- and high-level government 

positions.69 After the revolution, conflict arose in Kurdistan around maintaining cultural 

identity in language and dress among other areas. With regards to language and schools, 

under the reformist Khatami government, there was a proliferation of media and 

publications in non-Persian languages. One scholar tracked this proliferation: “during the 

presidencies of Rafsanjani and Khatami the number of books published in Azeri-Turkish 

reached 460 titles with a circulation of up to 920,000 copies, while during the same 

                                                
 67 For relevant parts of the constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran, see Article 19, 
Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran: 
http://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/ir/ir001en.pdf (p.10). See also Article 15, 
Constitution of IRI. translated and cited in Atabaki, 224, Tehran: Islamic Consultative Assembly, 
no date), 33.  
 68 S. Nabi, “Sanandaj Showdown – A Slippery Slope?” KHRP Legal Review 7 (2005), 21, 
cited in Kerim Yildiz and Tanyel Taysi, The Kurds in Iran: The Past, Present and Future 
(London: Pluto Press, 2007), 43.  
 69 Yildiz and Taysi, The Kurds in Iran, 31.  
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period there were 78 periodicals published either in Azeri-Turkish or in Azeri-Persian 

bilingual form. For the Kurdish language, these figures increased to 708 book titles, with 

a total circulation of 1,416,000 copies, as well as 21 periodicals.”70 Khatami allowed for 

the creation of the post of Governor General of Iranian Kurdistan in 1997, to which he 

appointed a Shi’i Kurd, Abdollah Ramazanzadeh who he later appointed to his own 

cabinet.71  Under Khatami, the number of Kurdish members of parliament increased, yet 

other forces in the government sought to set back these gains by preventing significant 

numbers of Kurdish candidates from competing in later parliamentary elections.72 Under 

the following Ahmadinejad administration, several Kurdish newspapers, along with 

reformist newspapers, were closed down, and developing Kurdish language curriculum in 

schools faced difficulties.73 These were disparities that mattered to many Kurdish 

activists in the One Million Signatures Campaign.  

 Yet if one looks at socioeconomic material factors, rather than factors of political 

representation in government institutions, “ethnicity” may not necessarily be the most 

meaningful category for the Kurdish or even Baluch situations. Some campaigners 

discussed intersectionality in terms of a long-time debate throughout the last century in 

Iran over center/periphery stratification, or markaz/piramun. Center/periphery 

stratification in Iran is a result of what Farideh Farhi calls policies of “territorial 

centralism…pursued by force by the first Pahlavi state from 1926 to 1941, and 

                                                
 70 Touraj Atabaki, “Contesting Marginality: Ethnicity and the Construction of New 
Histories in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” in Rethinking Iranian Nationalism and Modernity, eds. 
Kamran Scot Aghaie and Afshin Marashi (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2014), 225.  
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 72 Ibid.  
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then…again by the second Pahlavi state and continued up to 1979.”74 Under this 

extensive modernization program, the first Pahlavi monarch, Reza Shah, focused 

investment and economic development in the country’s central Persian region, while the 

territorial periphery, which was home to Kurdish, Baluch, Azeri, Turkmen, and Arab 

populations, was relatively neglected.75 By the time of the 1979 Revolution, indicators of 

health, education, and income in the Baluch, Kurdish, and Azeri regions lagged 

significantly behind the Persian center. At this time, according to Mostafa Vaziri, 70% of 

people in Baluchistan lived below the poverty line, compared to 30% for Kurdish and 

Azeri areas, and 20% in the Persian-dominated provinces.”76 In the thirty years of its 

existence, the Islamic Republic has continued to struggle with the effects of this 

modernist centralism, despite somewhat closing the gap in life chances between center 

and periphery. Baluch people are still among the poorest people in Iran as a result of their 

geographic remoteness from the centralized government and the concentration of 

economic resources in Tehran, part of a larger regional history reinforced by British 

colonial interests of their isolation from city-centered economies.77 An Iranian national 

health survey found that Kurdistan province was among the provinces in Iran with the 

lowest life expectancy rate after Sistan-Baluchistan.78 Iran’s Center for Statistics also 

found that Sistan-Baluchistan and Kurdistan were provinces with the lowest human 

                                                
 74 Farideh Farhi, quoted in Alam Saleh and James Worrall, “Between Darius and 
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 76 Mostafa Vaziri, Iran as Imagined Nation (New York: Paragon House, 1993), 192, 195-
196, cited in Grebennikov, 69.  
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development index, a measure that combines life expectancy, education, and per capita 

income indicators. A recent report conducted by researchers at the School of Public 

Health at the Tehran University of Medical Sciences found that there was a significant 

perception in Kurdish regions of disadvantaged access to health services.79 The same 

national health survey mentioned earlier also found that Kurdistan ranked thirteen among 

thirty provinces for the prevalence of mental illness in people older than fifteen.80 While 

an extensive family physician program across all of Iran is a bulwark of the country’s 

welfare system, this study found that there was a lack of interest among physicians to go 

to the less developed regions of the country.81 Although the study notes that it may be 

financially impractical to build high-tech hospitals in less populated regions, it also 

recognizes that the stratification in health needs to be tackled.  

 Some former Campaigners I spoke with therefore described the ways in which 

ethnic difference in Iran is sometimes understood in terms of center/periphery, or 

markaz/piramun (rather than qomiat) since many of the non-Persian groups have 

enclaves in the peripheral provinces. Thus, for Rana and Ali who were student leaders in 

the Campaign, the center-periphery debate was much more organic and structural in Iran 

than a discussion of ethnic difference that flattened all minority groups as having the 

same relationship to economic forces and state power. They felt that intersectionality 

ceased to be useful if the debate revolved around a simplistic understanding of ethnicity 

and the state recognition of ethnic groups. 

 The center/periphery read of intersectionality was also a response to intense 

struggle within the Campaign to work towards a horizontal structure and a network with 
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real presence across diverse provinces in Iran’s periphery. Both of these, horizontal 

decision-making and provincial reach, were ideals that were never fully realized though 

worked towards through extensive effort and debate. While the most visible and largest 

presence of the Campaign was in Tehran, a city that at the time contained one/seventh of 

the entire population of Iran (or larger if one counts the greater metropolitan area), the 

Campaign had a presence in Tabriz (East Azerbaijan province), Esfahan, Hamedan, 

Gorgan, Zanjan, Karaj, Yazd, Kermanshah, Masshad, Rasht, Sanandaj (Kurdistan), 

Zahedan (Sistan and Baluchistan), Ilam, Amol, Kerman, and Qom. In some of these 

cities, the presence was as little as launching seminars with local activists, while in other 

cities, larger branches were established by numerous core activists who organized regular 

workshops and signature gathering. I spoke both with key leaders in the Tehran branch, 

as well as leaders in Rasht, Tabriz, Kermanshah, and West Azerbaijan.  

In August 2010, four years after the founding of the Campaign, a poll was 

conducted via a random sampling of 1000 Iranians across nine cities to see whether they 

were aware of the Campaign. Among the participants questioned, this poll found that the 

Campaign’s visibility in Tehran was comparable with its visibility in other large cities 

like Masshad, Rasht, and Tabriz.82 Still, the goal of reaching within center and periphery 

created enormous challenges for decision-making. Yet similar to the ways in which there 

was ideological diversity and intergenerational presence in the Campaign, Campaigners 

also made concerted efforts, some more than others, towards a diversity of participation 

geographically across center and periphery. At times, this meant that activists were 

working against the grain of a semi-automatic historical Tehran-centrism. 
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 Again, the usefulness of intersectionality depended on what factors one 

highlighted. In some ways, neither the category of “ethnicity” nor that of 

“center/periphery” was meaningful. Rather a religious category of Shi’i/non-Shi’i seemed 

to lend the most structural analysis in the context of a Shi’i Islamic Republic. The 

example of Azeri people who are predominantly Shi’i and the largest minority in Iran 

illustrates this well. In stark contrast to the Kurds, Azeris have served in numerous mid- 

and high-level government positions. Notable government figures are Azeri, such as 

Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei himself who holds the highest office in the land, and Mir 

Hossein Mousavi, the former Prime Minister and opposition candidate to Ahmadinejad, 

currently under house arrest, who in part inspired the massive post-election uprising in 

2009. A host of Azerbaijani clerics formed part of the clerical elite brought to power by 

Khomeini after the revolution.83 Iranian-American scholar Alex Shams, among others, 

argues that being Shi’i is the basis for normative Iranianness and national identity under 

the Islamic Republic as opposed to the secular Persianism of the preceding Pahlavi 

nationalist ideology.84 The marginalization of Baluch people, who are predominantly 

Sunni, and Kurdish people who are significantly Sunni (though the exact numbers of 

Shi’i and Sunni Kurds are disputed), would seem to correlate with this analysis. Turkmen 

who are predominantly Sunni have also had a history of tensions with the state.  

Yet despite the significant participation of Azeris in Iranian political and 

commercial life, the community still faces prejudice and belittling in mainstream Iranian 

popular culture and quotidian jokes, in which they are often represented as stupid and 
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unintelligible. In May 2006, riots occurred in Iranian Azerbaijan in outrage against a 

satirical cartoon depicting a boy speaking to a cockroach in Persian with the cockroach 

responding, “What?” in Azeri.85 Four people were killed during the unrest and the 

cartoonist, an Azeri himself, was arrested and the newspaper shut down. These hateful 

discourses are some of the residual effects of the glorified Persianism of the Pahlavi 

regime, despite the fact that the dynasties that preceded the Pahlavis—the Qajars and 

Safavids—were of Azeri origins. Thus even the Shi’i normative Iranianness of the post-

revolutionary period has not fully displaced the ethnic-nationalist Persianism of the 

previous era. 

 I discuss these examples to show that translating intersectionality depended on 

exactly what kind of difference one had in mind: if not ethnicity, then center/periphery, 

and if not center/periphery, than Shi’i/non-Shi’i, and if none of these, then citizenship, 

the most direct and self-evident form of exclusion from the nation. Yet left feminists in 

Iran understood these categories to be produced out of people’s deferential relationship to 

capitalist development both in Iran and globally. If Afghan refugees enter the labor 

market in a disadvantaged position because of their undocumented status, and Baluch 

people were subjected to disproportionate levels of poverty because of their structural 

location in the periphery, these phenomena needed to be understood in relation to the way 

that capitalism has developed in Iran over the stratifying modernization drive of the last 

century. Class relations and economic stratification occurred differently for different 

groups. 

 But what happens when difference is fed back to us cynically by the U.S. 

imperialist? In 2009, California Democratic congresswoman Jane Harman answered a 
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question about her strategy to prevent a nuclear Iran: “The Persian population in Iran is 

not a majority, it is a plurality. There are many different, diverse, and disagreeing 

populations inside Iran and an obvious strategy, which I believe is a very good strategy, 

is to separate those populations.”86 In 2013, Republican congressman of California Dana 

Rohrabacher also proposed resolutions to support ethnic separatist movements in Iran, 

citing the region’s strategic importance to U.S. interests: “the area inhabited by the 

Baloch people holds a large reserve of oil, natural gas, gold, and other minerals and 

comprises 1,000 miles of strategically significant coast line from the Persian Gulf and 

along the Arabian Sea.” These statements point to imperial power’s cynical recognition 

of marginality within the nation-state for its own geopolitical self-interest. The Iranian 

translators of intersectionality repudiated this self-serving view. On the contrary, for 

them, a principled accountability to ethnic inequities would make all ethnic groups in the 

region stronger in the face of U.S. imperialism and lead to interlocking popular 

democratic movements.  

Yet imperialist two-facedness has often had fantasies of courting the indigenous 

and ethnic other. Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz shows how the United States exploited 

indigenous unrest in Nicaragua when the Sandinistas overthrew the U.S.-backed Somoza 

dynasty, particularly among some members of the Miskitu, Sumu, and Rama peoples, 

fomenting a “CIA-created Miskitu rebellion,” part of which included the CIA staging an 

                                                
 86 Trita Parsi, “Rep. Harman Retracts Statement on Iran, Expresses Regret,” National 
Iranian American Council, May 21, 2009, https://www.niacouncil.org/rep-harman-retracts-
statement-on-iran-expresses-regret/. See also: Solmaz Elmi-Sarabi, “Congressman Urges U.S. to 
Foment Ethnic Tensions with Iran,” National Iranian American Council, April 26, 2013, 
https://www.niacouncil.org/congressman-urges-u-s-to-foment-ethnic-tension-in-iran/.  
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exodus of Miskitu people to Honduras.87 Carastathis argues that the Sandinistas made a 

strategic error in failing to effectively shore up relationships and alliances with 

indigenous movements, leaving the terrain wide-open for CIA exploitation. Nonetheless, 

for some Iranians with whom I spoke, a potential pitfall of a certain kind of intersectional 

analysis in Iran was neglecting to address the imperialist co-optation of the discourses of 

nationalist movements. 

 In the Campaign, state repression was compounded for those who could be 

accused of ethnic separatism, particularly the Kurdish campaigners. Maryam was a 

Kurdish Campaigner in West Azerbaijan province. She was also active in a number of 

Kurdish community organizations. As part of her work in the Campaign, she sought to 

bring attention to the socioeconomic conditions of Kurdish women. She served four years 

in prison for her activist work, after which she fled to Germany. Two other Campaigners, 

Rana and Ali, spoke of the ways in which the state demonstrated heightened sensitivity 

and anxiety when arresting non-Persian campaign activists such as Maryam. They argued 

that when Kurdish campaigners were arrested, they would receive highly sensitive 

charges such as participation in the armed Kurdish guerrilla group PJAK (Kurdistan Free 

Life Party). Campaigners who were part of leftist or communist groups also received 

more sensitive charges. 

 Though she was a major Campaign leader, Maryam’s imprisonment was 

prolonged not solely for her work on the Campaign but particularly because of her efforts 

to bring light to Kurdish women’s issues, including greater cultural freedoms and 

political representation in Kurdistan. In October 2007, another Kurdish Campaigner was 

                                                
 87 Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, Blood on the Border: A Memoir of the Contra War, 129-31, 
cited in Carastathis, “Identity Categories as Potential Coalitions,” 948.  
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charged with “spreading propaganda against the state” and sentenced to six years in 

prison. As the Campaign increased its reach into the Kurdish regions and arrests of 

Kurdish campaigners continued, the state made it clear that Kurdish activists would 

receive much heftier sentences than their Persian counterparts. In November, another 

Kurdish activist was arrested in West Azerbaijan and issued a five-year prison sentence. 

Maryam served the entirety of her four year prison sentence and was charged with 

multiple serious sensitive charges, all of which she denied except the charge of 

participation in the One Million Signatures Campaign. The charges that were handed out 

were usually related to national security, yet the authorities had become bolder in naming 

participation in a movement or in an activist project itself as a charge that would be tried. 

The arrest of Rana—a key younger leader in the Campaign—during the launching June 

2006 gathering marked the first time in the history of the Islamic Republic that the state 

charged someone with “participation in the women’s movement.” 

 Yet as translators continued to discuss how they encountered intersectionality 

theory, it became increasingly harder to pin down their thoughts on whether the multiple 

power relations they faced came first, or whether reading translations of Collins and 

others prompted these thoughts. For Sima and Tara, from the moment the One Million 

Signatures Campaign had gone into different neighborhoods for signatures, the questions 

around multiple structures of marginalization had been prominent in their minds long 

before they came across any text on “intersectionality.” In organizing people on the 

ground, door-to-door, and in public spaces, these individuals confirmed what they had 

already experienced on a felt level: that it was not just one structure that was limiting 

people’s substantive control over their lives but multiple interlocking structures. Most 
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people I talked to, regardless of their position on the theory’s usefulness in the Iranian 

context, concurred with Sima and Tara that they had been having these debates in activist 

circles before they even approached the issues on a theoretical level. Tara gathered 

signatures in central neighborhoods of Tehran with lower-middle and working-class 

populations, such as Navab where she recalled gathering hundreds of signatures along 

with other volunteers, and that out of every ten people, six to seven would sign.  

 Some Campaigners, however, felt troubled that the reiteration of endless levels of 

difference was becoming a willy-nilly affair, done without much thorough analysis of 

structural factors in the Iranian context. This tendency to simply add categories reflects a 

critique that some theorists of intersectionality in the United States have also had, namely 

that an additive approach obscures more important questions, questions of how capitalism 

is structured through racial and gendered divisions of labor, how racial ideology is based 

in part upon discourses of gender and emasculation, and how patriarchy needs to pit the 

perceived gender/sexual practices of different classes and ethnic groups against each 

other to assign value to a normative gender hierarchy.  

Another activist, Firoozeh, remarked that the endless adding of categories was a 

feature of an extreme individualist read of intersectionality. For her, this reading seemed 

dangerously close to a multicultural individualism where endless difference was 

unwittingly naturalized rather than interrogated, creating static and ever-shrinking 

identity categories:  

I am a Turk. My mother and father were Turkish. I grew up in Tehran. I’m 
living [in another province] now. My mother could not speak Farsi 
properly. My father could not speak Farsi properly. My aunts and uncles 
are all still in Tabriz. I see it a little bit, it’s true that the language is 
different but I do not see a meaningful difference between a Rashti 
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woman, a Tabrizi woman, and a Tehrani woman. Though a difference 
exists, this difference is not structural. I have an issue around this. 

 
Firoozeh believed that while these debates are crucial, a broader failure occurs if they 

displace the need to build bottom-up power through mass politics. This can only be 

prevented if movements center the social contradictions that produce structural 

difference, rather than unwittingly naturalize or fetishize all difference. 

 Ultimately, intersectionality is only one example of an insurgent knowledge that 

has circulated transnationally and ended up in the engagement of Iranian activists. It is 

clear that translators found the theory generative for pre-existing debates. Yet I think it 

would be a simplistic conclusion to argue that they struggled with it as much as they 

found it generative because it was a foreign theory unrelated to their native context as 

Iranians. I think the fundamental question that this engagement came down to is how do 

we draw the line between the felt knowledge of lived experience and the knowledge of 

constructed theoretical analysis? Many with whom I spoke had thought about these 

questions long before they had come across the work of Collins or Crenshaw.  

Maryam, the exiled Kurdish Campaigner mentioned earlier, talked about how 

debates around gender and class and their relation to the Kurdish freedom movement had 

existed in her parents’ generation even during resistance against the U.S.-backed 

dictatorship of the Shah as well as during the conflict in Kurdistan during the immediate 

aftermath of the revolution. She recalls memories of her grandmother as a child during 

the first decade after the revolution: 

A lot of times, when my grandmother would speak, I sensed that 
something was off…it was a feeling. I was a very small child, but I had a 
feeling of fixation, closeness in relation to the people that were resisting 
the government and I had an understanding of my nation, my 
Kurdishness…But I would see a contradiction in my grandmother’s 
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words. Some things were unpleasant for her. I don’t know, was it that she 
had certain memories or that she just didn’t share a lot of things with us? 
But in contrast to my grandfather, she would say “I’m pained from some 
of the things that have happened in my life.”…I saw that contradiction in 
my grandmother’s words and in her demeanor with other women and I felt 
that something is not right relative to the national resistance, and the share 
of women in it, even with the fact that women were in the resistance then 
too. It is right that their numbers were smaller, but in my opinion the share 
of pain they endured was much more. My grandmother had some painful 
memories, but I couldn’t explain it then. I couldn’t say what it was. I just 
thought something is unharmonious. Something is not precise. 

 
Maryam's memory from her childhood in the early 1980s is her knowledge—the memory 

informs her organizing and political work today. I highlight felt knowledge here to bring 

attention to the fact that some knowledge is felt on the body and on the psyche, and is not 

always articulated as a well-defended theoretical position or even as a lay or mainstream 

discourse with a clear social history of construction and export. Critics who invoke the 

specter of “cultural imperialism” might charge that if Iranians are using intersectionality, 

then they are imposing Western identity categories onto their context. Yet the Persian 

translation of intersectionality neither revealed this felt knowledge nor erased it; rather, it 

refracted it through yet another terminology that generated even more debate in the 

movement. 

 Decolonial thinker Maria Lugones offers a significant question in order to 

advance any social struggle: “Who are our own people?”88 By constantly asking this 

question in struggle, we work towards building a society that does not take for granted a 

one-dimensional figure as the representation of liberation. Iranian women’s translation of 

“intersectionality” seemed to be one other iteration of this question, a question that has 

been posed over and over again through over a century of freedom struggles in Iran: Who 

are our own people? Are they women in the informal economy or women facing the 
                                                
 88 Maria Lugones, “Purity, Impurity, and Separation,” Signs 19, no. 21 (1994): 477.  
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constrictions of family law? Are they the Kurds? Are our people in the provinces or 

workers in the capital? Only by constantly revising, reflecting upon, and re-articulating 

who “the people” actually are, does collective social struggle stand a chance at remaking 

the social world. As Lugones writes, “we find our people as we make the threat [to 

domination] good, day to day, attentive to our company in our groups, across groups.”89 

Similarly, the knowledge that, as Maryam had said, something still “is not precise” made 

it possible for Iranian activists to continue engaging their communities in movement 

work, even while they encountered traditions of transnational radical political thought 

such as intersectionality. 

Conclusion 

 I have shown that it was precisely the untranslatability of U.S. understandings of 

race and ethnicity that made the translation of intersectionality productive for debate. 

Iranians honored linkages with women of color-led and black freedom struggles, but they 

also transformed the theory as they conducted political work among their people. 

Similarly, while Martin Luther King cited what some might call an Orientalized 

translation of Omar Khayyam, it was his specific read and interpretation of that quote that 

strove to disrupt the U.S. imperialist project. Again, to read King’s quotation of Khayyam 

as an Orientalist reproduction of the hegemony of Western knowledge is to miss the 

point; Orientalism claimed that knowledge from an ancient source, but it could not make 

it wholly its own, and it could not control the life it might take in the hands of one of the 

West’s internal others such as King. With regards to intersectionality, Iranian activists’ 

engagement with Collins, Davis, Lorde, Crenshaw, and the Combahee River Collective 

                                                
 89 Lugones, quoted in Michael Hames-García, Identity Complex: Making the Case for 
Multiplicity (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 28.  
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did not mean that they could not invoke their own knowledges. It simply meant that they 

recognized that the West was not monolithic, that it had its own stratifications, and that 

they found something in these texts that allowed them to continue contesting both 

transnational and domestic structures of power. What does it mean, for example, that one 

activist accessed the theory via a memorable poem by Ahmad Shamlou? Yes, the 

epistemological hegemony of Western knowledge production is indisputable, but such a 

hegemony cannot be total. These translators sought to clarify what structural oppressions 

lie under the surface when Iranians use the terms aghaliat-haye melli (national 

minorities) or qomiat (ethnicity). For many, center-periphery dynamics were more of a 

precise category than ethnicity to discuss material conditions among groups in the 

peripheral reaches of the country such as the Kurds or Baluch. With regards to Afghans, 

capitalism mediated this group via their undocumented status produced from the toxic 

mix of political instability, war, and neoliberalism. On another level, normative Shi’i 

Iranian-ness as a nationalist ideology determines the politics of difference in Iran, and 

lent greater precision to the analysis around the situation of minoritized groups. These 

translators are part of an intellectual history that has delved into the complexity of 

Iranians’ various positions relative to the nation-state as the manager of capitalist 

relations. Their intervention was unique, however, in that it built linkages to the political 

work of U.S. black women radicals, and thus was a practice of internationalism—the idea 

that struggles are never simply internal to the nation-state but rather interlock outside of 

it. 
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Chapter 3: 
Marxism and Liberation Theology Revisited, Transformed: 

Women’s Leadership in the Student Left 
 
I have heard about the dance of the dead 
But what corpse can shake a hand or leg? 

Simin Behbahani1 
 

But since when have our lives and deaths 
been only our own? 

Shahla Talebi2 
 
Introduction 

In 2011, inspired by the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions and the Arab Spring 

broadly, the Islamic Student Association (ISA), the only legal, state-recognized 

university student organization in Iran, strongly backed the resurgence of the 2009 Green 

Movement uprising, which had not been solely a call for Ahmadinejad to step down, but 

an expression of general discontent against the status quo. 2009-2013 were years of high 

fervor in the region. There were mutual influences and inspirations between the 2011 

“Arab Spring”	  revolts and the prior 2009 Green Movement mobilizations in Iran. It 

makes sense that the regional climate, especially the fall of dictators in Egypt and 

Tunisia, would bring about feelings among ordinary people that the limits of previous 

reform movements could be pushed and radicalized. One of the ISA statements in support 

of the 2011 Iran protests is an example. The statement opens with a Quranic verse 

addressed to the regime, after which the students declare to authorities, “On behalf of the 

Islamic Association of Tehran University Students, if you have the audacity to harm the 

                                                
 1 Simin Behbahani, “The Dead Are Silent,” in A Cup of Sin: Selected Poems, ed. trans. 
Farzaneh Milani and Kaveh Safa (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press:1999), 101. 
 2 Shahla Talebi, Ghosts of Revolution: Rekindled Memories of Imprisonment in Iran 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), 149.  
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leaders of the Green Movement we will create widespread revolutionary violence.”3 A 

common refrain that one would often hear from Iranians in the country and diaspora since 

Khatami’s election is the notion that Iranians are tired of revolution and have invested 

their hopes in reform. The thinking goes that revolutions are impulsive, ushering in a 

painful disjuncture and abrupt transition that only entrenches new rulers who repurpose 

the old oppressions. This logic, however, was decidedly not on display in the ISA’s 2011 

statement. That such a nationally significant organization threatened “revolutionary 

violence”	  indicates that no such consensus exists as to the preference of reform to 

revolution or any other alternative for change. It is true that since the founding of the 

Islamic Republic, the terms “revolutionary violence”	  and “revolutionary wrath”	  have 

been used by so-called hardline factions of the state, including the paramilitary internal 

security forces known as the Basij, without necessarily meaning a revolution. Yet the 

phrase’s counter-use here by the dissident Islamic Student Association to condemn acts 

of repression by the state in the name of the 1979 revolution signals a shift. Rather than 

the cynical gestures of those hardline factions to support the state’s narrative of the 

revolution, the ISA makes clear that they will do whatever it takes to support the popular 

resistance through and through. 

 But how did the ISA, an organization that had been set up by the 

postrevolutionary state in the early 1980s, reach such a point in 2011 where it was 

threatening “revolutionary violence”	  against state leaders? Accounts of the student 

movement in Iran have thus far focused on its centrality to the reform movement, and the 

                                                
 3 Manijeh Nasrabadi, “New Middle Eastern Uprisings: Gender, Class and Security 
Politics in Iran,” Social Text (2011), 
http://socialtextjournal.org/new_middle_eastern_uprisings_gender_class_and 
_security_politics_in_egypt_and_iran/. 
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establishment of reformist politicians within the offices of the Islamic Republic. In these 

accounts, the student movement is nothing more than an appendage of the reform 

movement. Many student activists were of course allied with the reformists, especially at 

first. The Islamic Student Association has largely been an ally of the reform movement 

and later the Green Movement. Set up shortly after the revolution by the newly 

consolidated post-revolutionary state as the only legal student organization at Tehran 

University, the nation’s most prestigious university, the ISA expanded throughout the 

1980s and 1990s, spreading to universities across the country.4 Yet the organization 

experienced a major ideological shift during the political confrontation between the two 

major factions of the Islamic Republic, the so-called conservatives and reformists. During 

the battles over reformist President Mohammad Khatami and his positions, the ISA 

turned on the faction whose ideology had been central to its founding and sided with the 

reformists. It has been a major force since then in the dissident student movement.5 Yet in 

threatening “revolutionary violence”	  during the period of the 2011 Arab revolts only over 

a year after an uprising shook Iran in 2009, the ISA had reached a point of militancy that 

could no longer be contained within the project of reform.  

 I show that in reality, the student movement was much more than simply an 

extension of the reformists in the establishment. Debates and activities among growing 

ranks of dissident students were also much more complex than simplistic analyses of 

democratizing the Islamic Republic. On the contrary, ideologies of Marxism and 

particular forms of what Hamid Dabashi and Behrooz Ghamari-Tabrizi have called 

Islamic liberation theology experienced a resurgence within the student movement 

                                                
 4 Ibid. 
 5 Ibid. 
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throughout the 2000s.6 At the turn of the millennium, a generation of people who had 

never witnessed the revolution began to enter university, within a system of higher 

education that had been expanded over the previous decades. These youth, many of 

whom had brought Khatami and the reformists to power, went on to organize within the 

student movement. For the first time since the revolution and the brutal repression of 

leftists by the Islamic Republic, Marxist groups experienced a resurgence among student 

activists at the universities. At the same time, the philosophies of Ali Shari’ati, a public 

intellectual of the 1960s and 1970s who constructed Islam as the way forward to a 

socialist and classless society, were resurrected and debated in the student movement. 

While adherents of both the Marxist left and of Shari’ati in the 1960s and 1970s had 

dearly contributed to and supported the revolutionary movement, they had been repressed 

by the new state in its first decade, many killed and imprisoned or otherwise forced into 

hiding or quietism. In the period after Khatami’s election, the students who espoused and 

debated these radical ideologies were active in independent student activist groups that 

were deemed illegal, as well as in the ISA.  In their political work, they pushed the limits 

of the dominant oppositional discourse of reformism. 

 Women students’	  roles in these debates and in the student movement generally 

have not been foregrounded, despite the fact that women outnumber men in many fields 

in university enrollment in Iran. I show that women students played leadership roles in 

the debates and practices of the student movement increasingly as the decade went on. 

                                                
 6 Hamid Dabashi, Islamic Liberation Theology: Resisting the Empire (New York: 
Routledge, 2008). I am also indebted particularly to Ghamari-Tabrizi’s understanding of Ali 
Shariati’s philosophy as a particular form of liberation theology which located socialism in 
Islamic teachings and held that true Islam needed to be liberated from the clergy; Behrooz 
Ghamari-Tabrizi, Foucault in Iran: Islamic Revolution After the Enlightenment (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2016), 45, 56, 89. 
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While male leaders have been most celebrated in the movement, I argue that women who 

were politicized into these radical currents caused transformative shifts in consciousness 

and practice on their campuses. In so doing, they increased their ranks in the movement 

and also normalized women’s participation in popular protest once again in Iran. In their 

practices, they showed that radicalism and gender politics were not mutually exclusive 

terrains. Calls for gender equity, support for mass worker power, and release of the 

stranglehold that the regime had placed upon social and political critique were 

interlocking demands in student organizing. This of course was simultaneous and 

interrelated with the growth of a new phase of the women’s movement. Transformations 

in student struggles were thus the result of intense cross-fertilization between feminist 

spaces, left spaces, and student spaces in this period. 

Some of the reformist politicians and public intellectuals who had been 

empowered by the Khatami administration as an alternative to the socially conservative 

factions of the Islamic Republic couched their struggle as a reconciliation between Islam 

and the Enlightenment, or Islam and humanism. Many claimed to be the heirs of Ali 

Shari’ati, indebted to him yet believing themselves to have evolved from his flawed 

theories.7 They denounced what they saw as his “ideological”	  side, which included his 

virulent anti-capitalism and his advocacy of ideas such as classless society, which were 

consonant with Marxism.8 Yet some rather selectively cited Ali Shari’ati to construct 

their claims about a modern Islam compatible with enlightenment values, and to make 
                                                
 7 Ervand Abrahamian, “The Islamic Left: From Radicalism to Liberalism,” in Reformers 
and Revolutionaries in Modern Iran: New Perspectives on the Iranian Left, ed. Stephanie Cronin 
(New York: Routledge, 2004), 268.  
 8 Abdolkarim Soroush, one of the early thinkers in the 1990s in the reformist religious 
intellectual movement, for example, critiqued some of Shariati’s concepts as ideology. Saïd 
Arjomand, After Khomeini: Iran Under His Successors (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
77. 
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their case for a liberal reform of Islam. Some students also identified themselves as 

Shari’atists during this time. Yet unlike the reformist-aligned public intellectuals, the 

discourses emerging in the student movement were nowhere nearly as simplistic as 

reconciling Islam with humanism or European enlightenment values. I show that as a part 

of this, some in the post-revolutionary generation looked beyond simplistic state-

sponsored narratives of Ali Shari’ati and engaged with diverse aspects of his thought. 

At the same time, the purge and massacre of thousands of communists and leftist 

political prisoners in the 1980s, never acknowledged by the Islamic Republic, 

increasingly became a known fact by more and more in the post-revolutionary 

generation. As a result, the student movement was a dynamic site where young Iranians 

grappled with this and other repressed histories of the revolution and refashioned 

ideologies of liberation from the revolutionary period that had been silenced by state 

narratives. Thus, I show that the student movement was not only a site to first fuel and 

then push the boundaries of the reform movement, but also a site in which some young 

people, in the process of pushing those boundaries, confronted and began to process 

historical traumas that the Islamic Republic has never officially acknowledged. Among 

these traumas were the torture and mass executions of leftists in the 1980s. Another 

historical erasure young people confronted was the sanitation and selective narration of 

Ali Shari’ati by the establishment reformists. The dance between Marxism and Islamic 

liberation theology can be understood as an intellectual dialectic that has a storied past in 

Iran. I show that the transformations of the student movement during the 2000s became 

the latest episode in this dialectic. 



 

155 
 

 

The Islamic Student Association, the Left, and Feminism: Cross-Fertilization in 

Student Activism 

 University students in the 2000s participated in sit-ins, occupations, hunger 

strikes, and demonstrations in the face of violence and repression to demand democratic 

and civil freedoms. This decade was a high period in the student movement. In engaging 

in protest, students came to a particular type of what I am calling post-revolutionary 

consciousness. I define post-revolutionary consciousness in this context as an emergent 

awareness of oneself in relation to the historical omissions and silencing of the past by 

official state narratives of revolution. One of the first episodes of student resistance in 

which students were forced to encounter and engage with revolutionary history was the 

2002 sentencing to death of Hashem Aghajari, a university professor who flouted the 

most right-wing factions of the state by publicly commemorating Ali Shari’ati, a pious 

Muslim philosopher and popular theorist of the 1960s and 1970s who was highly 

condemnatory of the clerical class, believing the clergy to be an obstacle to a true Islam 

of the masses. Because of this, Shari’ati was disliked by many in the clergy who would 

go on to lead the Islamic Republic. While major student protests in 1999 against the 

closing down of reformist presses in Tehran shocked the world, iconized by the image of 

Ahmad Batebi holding the bloody shirt of a student killed by security forces, I argue that 

this later episode provided young people with another opportunity for a transformative 

engagement with competing narratives of the past.  

 This episode also served to further politicize the Islamic Student Association and 

establish it as a dissident force against social control and state repression in Iran. In June 

2002, Aghajari gave a speech commemorating the 25th anniversary of the death of 
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Shari’ati, the influential intellectual of the revolutionary period, in which Aghajari argued 

that some of the practices of the state contradicted Islamic teachings. In his speech, he 

offered religious pluralism, “Islamic humanism”	  and a type of “Islamic Protestantism”	  as 

an alternative to the current religious dogmatism of the political structure. Here 

Protestantism is invoked so as to argue for a type of reformation in Islam that allows for 

less social control by clerical authority and is more in line with the tenets of Islam’s 

original teachings. Aghajari argued that the right to interpret the Qoran is the right of 

every Muslim, not only of the ruling clergy. He argued that the clerics in power had 

become a new ruling class. He claimed that the various ranks within the clergy were a 

modern invention (some clerical titles had been created as recently as sixty years ago), 

resonant with the hierarchy of the Catholic Church, which had no bearing to the Islam of 

the Prophet. He also supported calls for women's equality and discussed clerics such as 

Ayatollah Saneii, who had advocated for women’s rights.9 He thus gave support to the 

views of figures such as the cleric Mohsen Saedzadeh, who advocated Islamic feminism 

in the 1990s and 2000s, influenced by the numerous women’s rights groups and 

publications in Iran as well as Shari’ati’s interpretations of Islam.10Aghajari's ensuing 

death sentence (later commuted) and conviction for apostasy incited a wave of student 

protests across the country.  

Yet the lecture emphasized certain aspects of Shari’ati’s thought over others. For 

example, the philosopher’s use of Islam to mobilize the masses in a radical class struggle 
                                                
 9 Ayelet Savyon, “The Call for Islamic Protestantism: Dr. Hashem Aghajari’s Speech and 
Subsequent Death Sentence,” The Middle East Media Research Initiative, no. 445, 
www.memri.org/reports/call-islamic-protestantism-dr-hashem-aghajaris-speech-and-subsequent-
death-sentence. 
 10 For more on Islamic interpretations of gender equality, see Ziba Mir-Hosseini, Islam 
and Gender: The Religious Debate in Contemporary Iran, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1999). 
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was largely absent from the lecture. Yet students’	  outrage at Aghajari’s arrest and 

sentencing was not only focused on the theoretical or theological content of the speech 

but rather on the state's power to control intellectuals and to control knowledge 

production. These students were involved in smaller similar battles over intellectual 

exchange at the universities. Still, Aghajari’s revival of Shari’ati was quite selective. 

While it aimed to address the pervasive silencing and repression of Shari’ati’s thought by 

leaders in the post-revolutionary state, Aghajari enacted his own omissions of Shari’ati’s 

legacy that were inconvenient for the reformist project. These were radical critiques of 

capitalism that were fairly compatible with Marxist ideas of class struggle and class 

society. Nonetheless, this selective resurrection of Shari’ati provided an opportunity for 

students to gain a window into a foggy past. 

 Furthermore, as I have shown in other chapters, these events in the student 

movement were simultaneous with a new phase of women’s organizing which included 

episodes such as the 2005 Tehran University demonstration discussed in Chapter 1 and 

the 2006 launch of the One Million Signatures Campaign to Change Laws that 

Discriminate Against Women, discussed in Chapter 2. As part of this chapter’s 

exploration of political consciousness among the post-revolutionary generation and their 

encounter with the past, I also show that women students impacted their peers’	  

politicization by making gender politics central and visible in debates within the student 

movement. When I was in Iran, I had met up with Rana to discuss her experience as one 

of the former key leaders of the One Million Signatures Campaign. I had been introduced 

to Rana through our mutual friends who were former Campaigners now living in the 

United States. Yet in the course of our conversations, Rana spoke about the 2002 events 
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around Aghajari’s imprisonment as one of the earliest episodes in the formation of her 

political consciousness. From middle class origins, her first involvement with any type of 

community organizing was in an NGO for children’s welfare and rights. During her first 

years in university, however, she made friends with the few women who were part of the 

Islamic Student Association on her campus. In deepening her friendship with these 

women, she herself became interested in learning more about the ISA. She eventually ran 

for a position in the organization and was elected by her fellow students, receiving the 

highest number of votes from any candidate in her college. Rana’s election took place 

during the period in which the ISA had become embroiled in the public outrage 

denouncing Aghajari’s imprisonment and death sentence. Students who organized within 

the organization at this time were thus at the heart of some of the pivotal ideological 

transformations which pushed a large section of the organization across the country 

towards the reformists and dissident figures in Iran.   

 While the most influential block in the ISA was allied ideologically with 

reformists such as Aghajari, an alliance with the reform movement was not automatic, 

and individual students as we shall see were radicalized throughout the decade to form 

illegal independent student organizations beyond the state-permitted ISA. In the course of 

her time as an elected officer, Rana learned about the larger history of the organization. 

In the 1980s, the members of the state-sponsored ISA conformed not only to visible 

forms of piety as Muslims but also to the political positions and narratives of the newly 

consolidated Republic. This changed later with the formation of two tendencies. The 

dissident tendency became known as the The Alameh tendency, named after Alameh 

Tabataba’i University of Humanities and Social Sciences in Tehran. This tendency 
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eventually ranged from supporters of the reformists to radical leftists. The other tendency 

became known as the Shiraz tendency, which grouped together students who were state-

line and who supported the old-guard and most right-wing factions of the Islamic 

Republic. The sentencing of Aghajari for apostasy in 2002 burst onto this already 

changed atmosphere in the ISA. These splits were some of the first transformations in 

political consciousness among the first cohorts of students to have grown up under the 

postrevolutionary state for most of their lives. 

 The protest wave that ensued following Aghajari’s sentence was very formative 

for women in the ISA such as Rana for the contradictions that emerged among the ranks 

of student protesters as a result of the state’s gender ideology. While the protests across 

several university campuses initially demanded that the state overturn the conviction and 

death sentence, they eventually expanded to sit-ins and hunger strikes over the next few 

months that generally demanded democratization of the universities and political 

freedoms, including freedom of the press and an end to censorship. Thus, the 2002 

protest wave served as an opportunity for students to pick up the demands from the 

student protests of 1999, which had ended in a violent crackdown that earned the episode 

the name “Coup of the Universities”	  among activists. In 2002, renewed protests around 

Aghajari’s case were creating similar momentum. Suddenly, several university campuses 

were swept up in a fervor, as a chain of protests was set off in different universities in 

relation to the case. In the span of four months, Rana remembered that a protest was held 

almost every day at one campus or another, often coordinated by the ISA, which was a 

nationwide network. Rana remembered, “From our college, we got minibuses in the 

name of the Islamic Student Association. We would get a minibus and take the students 



 

160 
 

 

of our college to another college for a protest. It was a very active atmosphere continually 

full of events.”	  The state responded with a violent crackdown, once again including 

dormitory invasions that escalated the movement into demanding an end to state violence 

as a whole and the repression of all social activists in the country. The violent dorm 

invasions, however, forced a confrontation among the ranks of students with regards to 

the gender segregationist ideology of the state. The state tactic of invading student 

dormitories overnight was not new, and had been used against the 1999 mobilizations as 

well. Not only did security forces attack the dormitories, but right-wing vigilantes also 

attacked them with immunity. In response to this, the ISA began engaging in tactics of 

civil disobedience. They organized sit-ins and occupations to embarrass the state and 

bring attention to the dysfunctionality of the university space as a result of policies to 

control students’	  activities. Initially, some argued that these should be mixed-gender 

occupations. Nonetheless, many students were aware of the fact that the idea of men and 

women planning a sit-in together overnight disrupted particular gendered norms which 

the state had put in place. Yet mixed-gender sits-ins had occurred in the early 1980s in 

the universities, and in 1978 and 1979 among workers in factories and in housing 

occupations of abandoned buildings.11 At least some of the students in 2002 must have 

learned this history. 

 The student occupation of the college forced protesters to confront disrupting the 

gender segregationist outlook of the state as they decided whether they would conduct a 

mixed-gender occupation. The small number of women leaders in the ISA in Tehran 

                                                
 11 See for example: Asef Bayat, “The Housing Rebels: The Occupation of Homes and 
Hotels, 1979-1981,” in Street Politics: Poor People’s Movements in Iran (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1997), 59-74.  
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declared that they would join male students in the overnight occupation. In doing so, they 

pushed productive divides and transformations within the broader group of protesters.  

 In our conversation, Rana began the story as follows. The Tehran ISA branch had 

gone to the Esfahan branch for a meeting. In the middle of the night, students in Tehran 

called those who had gone to Esfahan and told them that security forces and vigilante 

groups had violently broken into the dormitories. In response, the University of Esfahan 

became full of protest and commotion at the news from Tehran. The Tehran 

representatives immediately departed Esfahan by night to go to Tehran and mobilize 

support against the dorm invasions. By morning when they reached the college, they 

encountered a grim scene of students who had been badly beaten, with bloody faces and 

torn clothes. In response, the ISA declared that students would hold an occupation of the 

college until there was accountability for such state violence. It was also exam week and 

the ISA called a strike, declaring that students would refuse to take exams. They began 

the occupation of the college and demanded accountability for the dorm invasions.  

The moment the women officers of the Tehran ISA claimed they would take part 

in the occupation, however, the Head of the College came to manipulate the situation and 

cause divisions among the students. He claimed that right-wing vigilante groups such as 

Ansar-e Hezbollah, an organization that claims to be the true representatives of Islam, 

would use the opportunity to attack the occupation. The College Dean tested the unity of 

the students. Rana recalled,  

I remember, we were no more than three of four women. The College 
Dean kept pressuring the occupiers that the women should not stay. “Do 
whatever you want,” he would say, “but if the women and the men stay 
together overnight in the university, Ansar will spill in and make our lives 
miserable.” Until nearly midnight we were caught up in this quarrel: The 
men told us to leave. And we said we would not leave. We said, “What 
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would be the meaning of that?” In any case, I remember that around 10 or 
11pm, the College Dean personally took us in a car and escorted us out. 
But the men stayed. 

 
The women of the ISA at this time were among many women students who were forming 

a consciousness of themselves in relation to the history of women’s involvement in the 

revolution as well as their continued resistance in the post-revolutionary period. For 

Rana, the memory of being escorted out of the occupation was a significant part of the 

entire episode of resistance. She and the other women came up against an obstacle to 

their participation in the movement that they barely expected. As outraged students 

similar to their male friends and comrades, they expected to fully participate in the 

protest actions and disruptions in which the growing movement was engaging. Yet the 

College Dean’s anxiety that vigilante and state violence would be more severe if women 

stayed overnight introduced a division in the group that challenged the power-laden 

gender ideologies that the Islamic Republic had sought to institutionalize since its 

inception. That many men caved into the College Dean and perhaps to their own fears of 

retaliation and called on the women to leave the occupation meant that they had to 

consciously engage with their own power in pushing the women into ending their 

participation in the action. The women believed, however, that the violence meted out to 

them by their detractors was going to occur whether or not they occupied space with the 

men. They asked, what then was the meaning of calling on them not to participate? Their 

refusals to go until well into the night meant that they did not see their removal as a 

dignified sacrifice for the cause but were rather uncomfortable that they had to implicitly 

legitimize the reactionary mentalities of groups such as Ansar, under the false 

assumption, in their view, that doing so would decrease the level of violence. 
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 Women students’ roles in impacting the direction and radicalization of the student 

movement during this time went beyond the Islamic Student Association. For these 

students, gender politics expanded beyond simply increasing women’s participation in 

student organizations and actions. As part of this, women also played significant roles in 

the resurgence of a Marxist left within the student movement. Soroush, a Kurdish male 

student in one of the provinces, was politicized into the student movement through a 

women-led Marxist organization called Ruh-e Manshour-e Zanaan (Spirit of the 

Women’s Charter). This group had been inspired in part by a global movement at the 

time known as the World March for Women (WMW), which had a visible presence in 

neighboring Turkey, and which was connected to the World Social Forum. WMW had 

been produced out of a heady period of resistance to global neoliberalism in the late 

1990s and early 2000s, gathering women-led groups across the globe to tackle the root 

causes of global inequality, the feminization of poverty, and violence against women, 

particularly targeting the practices and policies of the World Bank, International 

Monetary Fund, World Trade Organization, and NATO, among other institutions. Ruh-e 

Manshour did not end up creating an official WMW chapter, but it was one of the first 

postrevolutionary political formations to center class, gender, and feminist resistance to 

neoliberalism together in its political work. It was founded by a multi-generational group 

of leftist women, including some from before the revolution and many who had become 

active in the 1980s, as well as younger students at the universities.  

 Ruh-e Manshour was one early example of a group that broke state prohibitions 

against forming any groups that recalled ideas of the revolutionary left which had been 

violently repressed in the 1980s. The group was also formed during a time in which some 
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of the darker episodes of the previous decades were being passed down to the younger 

generation. These included the mass executions of leftist political prisoners and 

Mojahedin, a socialist Islamic revolutionary group at the time12 in the summer of 1988, as 

well as a series of state-sponsored murders in the 1990s of dissidents, which became 

known as the chain murders. Many of the surviving children of those political prisoners 

executed in the 1980s entered university around the early 2000s. Groups such as Ruh-e 

Manshour brought together different generations of leftists, and in so doing created the 

conditions for students to process the violence of the state in the 1980s. 

 These students had punctured powerful prohibitions against left politics in Iran for 

the first time in the post-revolutionary period. In daring to form such groups, they paved 

the way for other students to push the limits of reformist discourse and further politicize 

and radicalize students. In this climate, women students played major roles in student 

debates and in engaging with hidden histories. In Tehran, women students for the first 

time since the repression of the left organized student publications with an intersectional 

Marxist and feminist bent. Rana was one such student who was among these early 

activists to bring left discourses out into the open once again in the universities. After 

taking part in the student protests to free Aghajari, she met students at other university 

campuses across Tehran who sought to embed left themes gradually into their 

publications, in an understated way at first so as to evade censorship, though which 

eventually became more pronounced and openly Marxist. Rana recalled, for example, an 

                                                
12 For more on the Mojahedin of the revolutionary period, see Ervand Abrahamian, The Iranian 
Mojahedin (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992). The Mojahedin has now attained a cult-
like reputation and curries favor with U.S. political figures for regime change in Iran. At the time 
of the revolution, it was part of the anti-imperialist revolutionary left. 
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issue of one journal in which one of the page backgrounds was a picture of Lenin, clearly 

a bold move at that time on students’ part to defy university and state censors.  

These relationships eventually led Rana to leave the ISA and go into Marxist 

student circles. Her political activities continued in the form of a publication at her 

university. She joined a group of women students across diverse fields in a few 

universities in Tehran and founded a publication that published on a variety of issues, 

including economic justice and labor from the perspective of the student movement. This 

was the first student publication in the history of the Islamic Republic in which all 

members of its founding team were women including the director, the editor, and the 

financial secretary. Because of this, the first two issues of the journal attracted a certain 

visibility. Administrators as well as other students wondered who the founding editors 

were. Eventually, students from other colleges connected with the students who had 

founded the journal. These other students were emboldened and released their own leftist 

publications in the technical colleges and other universities. While the themes were 

understated at first, eventually students pushed the boundaries of censorship by being 

more explicit.  

A collective of students founded a group called Rosta, which included socialist 

feminists in its leadership that became an umbrella for several different journal 

publications. One of these publications was a student issue of a larger journal called 

Naghd-e Now (New Critique) that had been newly founded by a group of leftists in the 

older generation. Significantly therefore, despite understandings of the left and student 

organizing in general as male-dominated, many women students contributed to some of 

the earliest publications, which paved the way for more radical left journals which 
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published on the rising independent workers’ syndicates in Iran at the time among other 

issues. These encouraged bolder moves on the parts of other segments of the student 

population to radicalize their discourses beyond reformism. 

 Furthermore, the fact that the expansions of women’s NGOS and discourses 

around gender equality were concurrent during this time with students’ increasingly 

bolder moves against censorship and vigilante violence meant that left formations of the 

early 2000s sought to mobilize around gender politics and offer their own interventions 

on the charged topic of women’s rights. At Soroush’s university, for example, another 

explicitly socialist group formed whose launching event was a protest action in honor of 

March 8th International Working Women’s Day. The reactions that followed were very 

telling of the climate of silence that students had successfully broken. Kayhan, Iran’s 

most important national newspaper whose conservative editorial line often functions as a 

mouthpiece for right-wing leaders, denounced the event. Yet leftists of the older 

generation who had retreated into quietism after the repression of the 1980s were also 

skeptical of the event. The website of the Tudeh Party cast suspicion on the students who 

protested on March 8th, saying that it was not clear who these people were. Soroush 

recalled that even exiled leftists in the diaspora were also skeptical and hard pressed to 

accept that Marxist currents were reemerging in the student movement. While some of 

these students did have a family connection to someone who was executed, imprisoned, 

or exiled in the 1980s, a significant section of students in these groups had no such 

connection. As a result, authorities had become shocked and sensitized to these 

developments at the universities. 
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 These events were a major force in emboldening and radicalizing students at a 

moment when the reformists were having trouble delivering on their promises of keeping 

the political climate open, due to attacks by the most right-wing factions of the state who 

were in control of the judiciary and linked with Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei. It was a 

period of heightened fervor and protest, and organizers in student groups overlapped with 

women’s rights groups and also built links with newly founded independent unions such 

as the Vahed bus drivers’ union and the Haft Tappeh sugarcane workers union. For many 

students who became politicized at this time, there was intense cross-fertilization between 

women’s movement spaces, university spaces, and nascent independent workers’ 

syndicates. Soroush described the climate: 

It was such a way that every day, we participated in different meetings. 
We would come out of a meeting of a left women’s group, we would go to 
a meeting of a workers’ syndicate, we would come out of that and go to a 
meeting at the journal [we had founded], we would come out of that and 
go into meetings of the [Islamic Student] Association and coalitions of the 
various left student groups, you could come out of that and go to an NGO, 
say a children’s NGO, or even the environment, really, I remember. This 
was a very particular period. There were a lot of activities.  

 
Young people forged their political consciousness not only within the narrow confines of 

the university space but also found pathways into sectors of protest activity outside of the 

university. This is precisely why it is difficult at times to delineate discreet movements in 

Iran. Often, activists did not hold fixed positions in only one organization. They might 

have been an elected officer of the Islamic Student Association to then leave the group to 

do work in an illegal independent student group, or in a women’s magazine outside the 

university. They moved between movements fluidly and catalyzed mutual influences 

between women’s, student, and labor organizing and various sectors of popular resistance 

in Iran. 
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 The resurgence of a left current in the universities was also responsible for a 

series of unprecedented activities in the history of the Islamic Republic that occasioned 

encounters between leftists of the revolutionary generation and those of the younger 

generation. In Tehran, groups formed which organized programs such as “The Left and 

Democracy.” Events such as this attracted the attention of both the older generation of 

Marxists as well as the derision of official state organs. Communists and socialists from 

groups such as the Fedayii and Tudeh, who had spent the first decade of the Islamic 

Republic in hiding as their friends had been tortured, imprisoned, or executed, began 

attending these events. Rana recalled at one of these events, a prominent figure of the 

Tudeh party, Mohammad Ali Amu’i, who had spent twenty-five years in the Shah’s 

prisons and twelve years in the prisons of the Islamic Republic, was invited on stage to 

speak and received a standing ovation and applause from students. Spokespeople for the 

state wrote in major national newspapers such as Kayhan and Resaalat of the ills of this 

new student left that was allegedly deceiving students about the true history of the 

Islamic Revolution. Kayhan derided these student activists as “Neo-Marxists.” These 

newspapers, as a mouthpiece for the state, would publish articles about a fear of this 

return of the left to the universities. These fears inspired crackdown and arrests of 

activists in left student groups. The New York Times also took note, reporting on 

demonstrations of Marxist students across Iran in December 2007 against Ahmadinejad’s 

policies, 500 in Tehran and smaller numbers in other cities.13 The underground Worker-

                                                
13	  Nazila Fathijan, “Radical Left, Iran’s Last Legal Dissidents, Until Now,” The New 

York Times (2008), https://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/20/world/middleeast/20iran.html. The 
article downplays the repression that Marxist students faced in the 2000s, based on a fallacious 
assumption that warm relations with Cuba and Venezuela would make the government weary to 
crack down on domestic leftists. The notion that radical leftists were the only “legal dissidents” in 
contemporary Iran is also an untrue and quite misleading claim. 
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Communist Party of Iran also grew an increasingly larger base of sympathizers at the 

universities.14  

Yet there were numerous other independent left formations. Increasing numbers 

of students were becoming politicized through this milieu. These young people had 

witnessed the clampdown on student protesters in 1999, which had occurred under 

Khatami’s watch. Rather than retreating into inaction as authorities had hoped, they 

entered university more emboldened to step up political activities. Rana recalled: 

Suddenly during a period of one or two years, those networks…the 
universities really, in general—not all the universities of Iran, but in 
general— fell into the hands of the leftists. And the atmosphere became 
very extreme in a short period…But it was the first coalescing of left kids 
to happen in the universities.  

 
The politicization and coming together of left students during this period in the 2000s 

was the first challenge against the Islamic Republic’s massive repression of the left in the 

1980s. It was also an opportunity for students to hone a consciousness that contested and 

looked beyond the state’s violent historical amnesia. Groups like Ruh-e Manshour and 

Rosta as well as the host of publications leftist students created, some of which escaped 

the scrutiny of officials and received permits, others that did not and thus became 

unofficial, were unprecedented in the Islamic Republic.  

 Importantly, some of these groups were led by women who fluidly and 

dynamically cycled through a variety of spaces, including feminist and women’s 

organizing spaces and the Islamic Student Association. These women leaders played a 

major part in bringing about a left turn in political work at the universities. Gender 

politics had become a mobilizing force on which student groups had to articulate their 
                                                
 14 Saeed Rahnema, “The Left and the Struggle for Democracy in Iran,” in Reformers and 
Revolutionaries: New Perspectives on the Iranian Left, ed. Stephanie Cronin (New York: 
Routledge, 2004), 261.   
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position. While the political climate would open and close according to the intra-elite 

battles within the establishment between reformists and conservatives, it took enormous 

courage for these students to test the political waters in the face of right wing state 

repression and vigilante violence, both of which often occurred despite the climate of 

reform ushered in by the Khatami administration. These activities also facilitated 

encounters among student activists and people from the revolutionary period from groups 

such as the Tudeh and the Fedayii, many of whom had barely escaped the reign of terror 

in the 1980s. The growth of women’s movement NGOs at this time combined with the 

right-wing backlash to reformism and popular disillusionment that saw Ahmadinejad 

come to power in 2005 formed the conditions for these intersections. Young people's 

newfound consciousness at the grim economic prospects that awaited them after 

graduation—assuming they weren’t expelled for political activities, which many were—

also led students to more radical analyses of the economic situation. 

 These students also revisited and transformed earlier debates from the 

revolutionary period on the relationship between Islamic and Marxist programs of 

socialism. Their encounter and engagement with this debate, a historic one in twentieth-

century Iranian history, was another window through which to see beyond and contest the 

state’s one-dimensional narrative of Islamic Revolution. Though Rana left the Islamic 

Student Association and played a leadership role in the radical currents discussed above, 

some of her peers identified their political philosophy more closely with Islam. I opened 

this chapter with an account of the student resistance against the suppression of university 

professor Hashem Aghajari for resurrecting the ideas of the pious Muslim philosopher 

Ali Shari’ati as a critic of the clergy. Aghajari was part of a trend of intellectuals in Iran 
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who became known as the “religious intellectuals”—roshanfekr-ha-ye dini—some of 

whom resurrected parts of Shari’ati’s thought as a way to articulate a self-described 

Islamic modernity that they believed was consistent with Western enlightenment values 

of democracy.15  

 Indeed, the generation centered in this study entered high school or university 

during the very emergence of this trend of religious intellectuals in public debates. Thus, 

some students were influenced by these currents and identified as Shari’atists. Ali, for 

example, was a former student who would become one of the few male leaders in the 

One Million Signatures Campaign of the women’s movement in 2006. His high school 

years in the early 2000s coincided with the rise of the Khatami-allied religious 

intellectuals and the reintroduction by some of these figures of Shari’ati’s ideas. Partially 

a product of these conditions, Ali himself initially went through an Islamic liberationist 

phase where he studied the works of Shari’ati.  

My trajectory was kind of strange. It had more to do with the space that 
we were in. I mean many of my teachers in my final years of primary 
school and first years of high school were religious-intellectual types. Like 
I remember I read a lot of Shari’ati. I read a lot of Shari’ati those years. 

 
During this time, Ali was very pious. He came to see his piety as part of his political 

philosophy. His primary and high school teachers were part of the same trend of 

“religious intellectuals” that included Aghajari. Aghajari’s imprisonment and sentencing 

had occurred while Ali was a high school student. His immediate family had not been 

political during the revolution. Yet he forged friendships with kids in school whose 

family members had been part of the Tudeh party and the Mojahedin during the 

                                                
 15 For more on the religious intellectuals’ discussions of tradition and modernity, see Saïd 
Arjomand, After Khomeini: Iran Under His Successors (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
76-89. 
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revolution. By the time Ali entered university in the first year of the Ahmadinejad 

administration in 2005, he turned away from these religious intellectual currents to 

Marxist groups, owing in part to the resurgence of the left in the student movement 

during that time. He, too, described engaging with the dynamic scene of intersecting 

movement work: 

We also got to know the people who were involved in the women’s 
movement, and some worker-related events were occurring at least from 
2004-2007. The workers’ syndicates seriously had a lot of sympathizers in 
the universities. I mean the only other segment to react to workers’ 
organizing other than the workers themselves was in the university. We 
were in this type of climate. 

 
Again, Ali’s story of coming to political consciousness shows that the religious 

intellectuals were not the only dissident force at this time. His politicization, like that of 

so many others, was multifaceted and a result of the cross-fertilization of feminist 

organizing, the wave of unionism that was simultaneous with his entry into university, 

and the escalation of student protests. This diverse field of ideas was crucial to the 

expansion of the student movement during this period on such a scale. At a time when so 

many in the postrevolutionary generation were frustrated and resentful of the normative 

ideologies of the Islamic Republic and increasingly skeptical of state-sponsored 

narratives of the revolution, a diverse field of ideas competed for adherents among these 

students, bringing about crisscrossing networks of activism that linked women’s rights, 

worker power, and civil and democratic freedoms together. 

 Such cross-fertilization among feminist and left student spaces during this time 

formed the conditions for political consciousness among many students. In 2009, the year 

of the massive Green Movement protests and marches which saw millions of people in 

the streets in protest of Ahmadinejad’s disputed reelection, Tara, Sima, Kamyar, and Ali, 
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who had been key leaders of the One Million Signatures Campaign, were arrested for 

participating in that year’s May Day protest on the eve of the unprecedented popular 

outpour. Workers and unionists who had organized the illegal rally thought that the 

atmosphere was opening up because of the elections and so they organized the first 

demonstration in the election season under that impression. Before the demonstration 

even materialized, however, the authorities arrested those who had converged at the 

location of the gathering. In total they arrested 120 people. The four Campaigners were in 

prison from May 1st until the eve of the elections in mid-June. Ironically, while they 

were in prison, the political climate did open up relatively after May Day, and momentum 

grew for what would become the largest uprising in Iran since the revolution. The 

workers who had organized the May Day rally, however, were left to wonder why their 

action was violently repressed when other protest activity after May Day in support of 

Mousavi, the opposition candidate running against Ahmadinejad, was allowed. Once the 

results were announced and anguished demonstrations ensued, a violent and deadly 

crackdown followed. Nonetheless, young people like Tara, Sima, Ali, and Kamyar made 

links with militant unionists, not just as supporters or sympathizer of workers, but as 

people cognizant of the precarious economic landscape they themselves had entered into 

after leaving, or being expelled from, university. In demanding a better future, they had 

been formed by the dynamic scene of women-led spaces throughout the decade and the 

resurgence of the student left, in spite of repression. 

Revisiting Shari’ati 

 Ali’s journey from being a student of Shari’ati to becoming a leftist and a feminist 

activist at university was in part produced out of debates among the ranks of the student 
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movement. Yet the revival of Shari’ati, much like the resurgence of the Marxist student 

left, was yet another window for young people to understand and come to terms with the 

traumatic repressions and historical erasures of the past. While Ali ultimately turned 

away from Shari’ati’s thinking, other students publicly espoused Shari’ati’s ideas and 

theories and made these debates central to the heart of the ideological rifts in the Islamic 

Student Association. Soroush had a roommate and close friend in his student days who 

was a pious Muslim and who identified as a “serious Shari’atist” in the ISA branch of one 

of the provinces in northern Iran. This friend and roommate introduced Soroush to the 

ISA. 

Being his roommate—he was my close friend—gave me a little 
understanding of what the Association is. He was a serious Shari’atist. He 
was constantly listening to all of the tapes of Shari’ati. Naturally the only 
things that we had in the apartment were one tape of Shari’ati and one tape 
of Shajarian [the famed contemporary singer of Persian traditional music]. 
And we only listened to these two. Constantly. And there was nothing to 
be done about it because it was a small room and we were four people and 
these tapes would always be playing. We had all of Shajarian memorized 
and we had all of Shari’ati memorized! Whether we wanted or not.  

 
As Soroush’s experience with his roommate suggests, youth and students of varying 

levels of religious observance interacted with and impacted each other in the course of 

student activism. Both Soroush, a Kurd and non-practicing Muslim, and his quite pious 

friend and roommate, wanted the eradication of social control exercised on their lives by 

the state. In fact, Soroush was politicized in part by this close friend of his who was a 

self-declared Shari’atist, even though Soroush himself would go on to become a 

revolutionary socialist and Marxist in the course of his university days. The engagements 

between the Shari’ati-influenced and Marxist currents, however, were another form of 

cross-fertilization in student activism.  
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 Yet, again, students confronted and engaged with silenced historical memory by 

reading and listening to the works of Shari’ati. There are contradictions in the ways the 

religious intellectual movement in the 1990s and early 2000s claimed Shari’ati, that 

ideologue of revolution in the 1960s and 1970s. The fact that Shari’ati’s tapes circulated 

among students also pushes one to wonder how different the Shari’ati of these taped 

lectures was from the enlightenment Shari’ati intellectuals like Aghajari propped up 

during this period. The religious intellectuals allied with the reformists’ project certainly 

influenced young people’s contact with the philosopher’s thought. However, when 

Soroush and his roommate listened to and read the 1960s and 1970s works of the 

intellectual for days on end, they encountered a Shari’ati whose use of concepts such as 

class society, class struggle, and capitalism had more in common with their Marxist 

student comrades than with the reformist-allied public intellectuals such as Aghajari. 

These latter public figures solely claimed Shari’ati as a vessel of “Islamic Protestantism” 

and values compatible with the European enlightenment.  

 In other words, what exactly did it mean to identify as a Shari’atist over twenty 

years after the revolution and the hey-day of Shari’ati’s thinking and in this period of 

renewed reformist interest in his thought? Ali Shari’ati, a writer and university lecturer 

most active in the 1960s and 1970s, believed that Islamic teachings were the way to 

achieve social justice and the destruction of a class system. As part of this view, he 

condemned the ruling Islamic establishment as it was expressed by powerful authority 

figures and institutions. In one of his works, he described a revolt against the Mongol 

rulers and ruling Sunni clergy in 15th century Iran as the first time “a revolutionary 

movement based on Alavite Shi’ism, against foreign domination, internal deceit, the 
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power of the feudal lords and wealthy capitalists, had an armed uprising, led by 

peasants…”16 According to Shari’ati, the Safavid dynasty which declared Shi’ism the 

official religion of Iran was allied with imperial monarchist interests and feudal and 

nascent capitalist economic interests.17 Shari’ati’s insistent critique of capitalism uses a 

dual approach of presenting both historical and contemporary anecdotes to make the case 

for an anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist revolutionary movement aimed at destroying class 

society. For example, one of the teachings he famously used to establish his call to action 

is the struggle of Abu Dharr, a man of modest means and a companion to the prophet 

Mohammed, who courageously condemned the accumulation of wealth and lavish 

property and the private use of public property by the religious leaders in the Third 

Caliphate (circa 644-656). In using the figure of Abu Dharr and his ultimate exile by the 

Caliphate, Shari’ati establishes an argument about religious leaders who become 

corrupted by the prevailing unequal economic system. According to scholar Serdar 

Şengül,  

In Shari’ati’s view, the exile of Abu Dharr was a turning point. From then 
on, wealth accumulation and establishing justice ceased to be the main 
concerns of Islam. Abu Dharr’s position against wealth and the wealthy 
was not a mystical, pious zuhd [avoidance of self-indulgence], but rather a 
socially conscious, responsible and revolutionary zuhd which rejected the 

                                                
 16 Ali, Shari’ati, “Red Shi’ism Versus Black Shi’ism,” 
http://www.iranchamber.com/personalities/ashariati/works/red_black_shiism.php. 
 17 The Safavids were competing with the Ottomans to become the major powerhouse of 
the region. Their identification with Shi’ism was also useful in shoring up a polarity against the 
Sunni Ottomans; see Heidi Walcher, “1501 in Tabriz: From Tribal Takeover to Imperial Trading 
Circuit,” in Asia Inside Out: Changing Times, ed. Eric Tagliacozzo, Helen Siu, and Peter Perdue 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015). For the transformations of Shi’ism and the clergy 
under the Safavids, see Andrew Newman, Safavid Iran: Rebirth of a Persian Empire (London: 
I.B. Tauris, 2006); Said Amir Arjomand, The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam: Religion, 
Political Order, and Societal Change in Shi’ite Iran from the Beginning to 1890 (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1984); Kathryn Babayan, Mystics, Monarchs, and Messiahs: 
Cultural Landscapes of Early Modern Iran (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002).  
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hoarding of wealth and sought to distribute wealth among the 
dispossessed.18  

 
Shari’ati also argued that in addition to abolishing their accountability for wealth 

accumulation, the clergy also sought to justify their actions through more conservative 

interpretations of Islamic jurisprudence, thereby enacting more mandates of broad-based 

social control. Members of the postrevolutionary generation encountered these sharp 

critiques of a class system, in spite of the fact that they were understated or denounced in 

the religious intellectual movement of the 1990s and 2000s. 

 As the cohabitation and co-organizing between Soroush, a Marxist, and his 

roommate, a Shari’atist, suggests, these students actually contested state conceptions of 

Islamic Revolution and renewed earlier affinities from the revolutionary period between 

Marxism and Islamic liberation theology. Under the Shah’s regime, for example, 

authorities had come up with the erroneous term of “Islamic Marxism” to brand and 

repress radicals. While none of the revolutionary actors on the ground identified as 

Islamic Marxists, the regime’s portmanteau tells volumes about how they feared unlikely 

alliances among the opposition—indeed among forces of the revolutionary left, which at 

the time included secular communists and the religious Mojahedin who historian Behrooz 

Ghamari-Tabrizi argues claimed Shari’ati as their spiritual leader.19  

Revolutionaries aggravated these anxieties by forming solidarities. Khosrow 

Golesorkhi, a communist poet and intellectual imprisoned by the Shah and eventually 

executed by a military court in 1974, was subjected to a televised sham trial in which he 

claimed,  

                                                
 18 Serdar Şengül, “Abluted Capitalism: Ali Shariati’s Critique of Capitalism in His 
Reading of Islamic Economy,” Studies in Christian Ethics 28, no. 4 (2015): 442. 
 19 Ghamari-Tabrizi, Foucault in Iran, 25. 
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There are close similarities between what Marx says—that in a class 
society, wealth is accumulated on one side and poverty, hunger, and 
misery on the other, and that the downtrodden is the producer of wealth—
and what Imam Ali says, that no palace is built without the misery of 
thousands…As a Marxist I applaud such an Islam, the Islam of Ali, the 
Islam of Hussein. (Italics mine)20 

 
In recent years, the Islamic Republic has broadcast parts of Golesorkhi’s speech to 

legitimize their conception of Islam as the finite endpoint of the revolution.21 Yet 

Ghamari-Tabrizi has argued that Golesorkhi was intentionally citing Shari’ati’s notions 

of Islamic liberation, as opposed to a doctrinal Islam of the clergy that was at the heart of 

Khomeini’s future state system. Shari’ati, as a self-proclaimed socialist, also claimed 

solidarity and respect for his leftist comrades. Marxist concepts of “classless society,” 

“capitalist exploitation,” and “class struggle” were major parts of his Islamic philosophy 

of liberation.22 People like Golesorkhi likely saw a strategic need to find a place for Islam 

in the revolutionary frameworks they sought to popularize, and Shari’ati too saw 

important allies in Marxist revolutionary leaders who had sway among some sectors of 

the population, particularly at the universities, and who were gaining prominence and 

visibility both nationally and internationally. Yet both of these camps’ belief in socialism 

ultimately reflected some genuine philosophical linkages that were being explained in 

different vocabularies.23 It is all the more sad and bizarre that the state in recent years 

broadcasts excerpts of Golesorki’s speech on national television to construct Shi'i Islam 

as the root of his revolutionary consciousness. Given the brutal repression of the left by 

the Islamic Republic that has never been accounted for and the erasure of this historical 

                                                
 20 Khosrow Golesorkhi, quoted in Ghamari-Tabrizi, Foucault in Iran, 79.  
 21 Ghamari-Tabrizi, Foucault in Iran, 80. 
 22 Ibid., 88. 
 23 Arjomand argues that Shari’ati’s ideas were the “pouring of Islam into the ideological 
framework borrowed from Marxism;” Arjomand, After Khomeini, 74.  
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trauma, so much is lost in that gesture of appropriating these words for legitimacy of the 

state. Yet the debates at the heart of the student movement in the 2000s ensured that 

many students would recognize the violent appropriation and historical forgetting 

inherent in such a move. For the younger generation, these moves also became pathways 

to engage with an obscured past. No official state narrative would be safe from 

contestation any longer, even such a selective appropriation of Golesorkhi. 

The Terms Take on New Meanings 

 In the 2000s, these debates around the meanings of the terms “leftist,” “secular,” 

“Shari’atist,” and “Muslim” had been shaped for a new generation given their lived 

experience under the rule of the post-revolutionary system of “guardianship of the jurist” 

for most of their lives. While there had been convergences between Shari’ati’s thought 

and Marxism before the revolution, the reformist uses of Shari’ati's thought were more 

focused on the injustices of clerical authority under the new clergy-led state system. For 

example, Aghajari’s contribution to the religious intellectual movement was to reawaken 

Shari’ati’s notion of “Islamic Protestantism” in order to critique the puritanistic social 

control exercised by the clergy in Iran’s ruling class. In reality, however, as we have 

seen, Shari’ati’s body of thought was much more expansive than such a notion. His 

trenchant critique of the clergy was not only focused on individual freedoms and the 

reform of religion. Rather, he argued that clerical authority’s linkages to capital and a 

class society were antithetical to true Islamic piety. 24 Yet the reawakened trend of 

                                                
 24 Shari’ati began his critique of the clergy with its increasing bureaucratization during 
the Safavid dynasty. For more on the ways in which the clergy afforded the Safavids an 
opportunity to build “an enduring stable structure suitable for the administration of a centralized 
empire,” see Said Amir Arjomand, The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam: Religion, Political 
Order, and Societal Change in Shi’ite Iran from the Beginning to 1890 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1984), 210. 
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religious intellectualism included a whole crop of intellectuals who claimed to be the 

heirs of Shari’ati after having reentered the political establishment with Khatami’s 

election in 1997. Aghajari and like-minded people propped up a liberal-enlightenment 

Shari’ati at the expense of Shari’ati’s radical anti-capitalism. Ervand Abrahamian argues 

that the reformists who claimed to be the heirs of Shari’ati hoped to advance a project of 

liberalism antithetical to Shari’ati's radicalism.25  

 In order to prove that Islamic Protestantism was consonant with Western 

modernity, the new religious intellectuals of the 2000s also praised such seminal 

enlightenment thinkers as David Hume and Immanuel Kant, as well as twentieth century 

stalwarts of liberal democracy such as the Austrian-British philosopher Karl Popper.26 

These moves aggravated the conflict and contradictions within the state during this time. 

For example, the same year that powerful far-right leaders in the judiciary sentenced 

Aghajari to death, the Khatami administration’s “Dialogue of Civilizations” initiative 

invited the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas—influenced by Marxian and Frankfurt 

School philosophical traditions—to Iran.27 Habermas’ comments on his conversations 

with these leaders reflected the religious intellectuals’ revival of Shari’ati’s concept of 

Islamic Protestantism. In an interview, he would say that his hosts “challenge[d] the 

ruling orthodoxy with Protestant-sounding arguments.’ ”28 Yet the Shari’ati inspiring 

these intellectuals was decidedly different from the Shari’ati that Soroush’s roommate 

listened to in the tapes of his 1960s and 1970s lectures. Abrahamian shows that Shari’ati 

                                                
 25 Ervand Abrahamian, “The Islamic Left: From Radicalism to Liberalism,” 268. 
 26 Ibid., 275.  
 27 Elaheh Rostami-Povey, Iran’s Influence: A Religious-Political State and Society in its 
Region, (New York: Zed Books, 2010), 54  
 28 Jurgen Habermas, interview by Christiane Hoffmann, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 
http://www.pubtheo.com/page.asp?pid=1073, June 18, 2002. 
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rarely referred to Hume and Kant, and that he was dismissive of the Enlightenment both 

as a Muslim and an enemy of class society. According to Abrahamian, “On rare 

occasions when [Shari’ati] mentioned the Enlightenment, it was to criticize it for 

supplanting divine premises with humanistic ones…In a pamphlet aptly entitled Ma’bad 

(Place of Worship), he confessed that the ‘spark and dazzle, the noise and fireworks’ of 

the Enlightenment had forced him to take shelter under the reassuring shade of the 

traditional mosque.”29 Shari’ati also condemned “naturalism,” the belief in scientific or 

rational understandings of nature as opposed to belief in the supernatural.30 In his work 

Umma and Imamate, he argues that in a system of liberal democracy, “corrupt 

capitalists” can easily exploit and mislead the masses.31 Shari’ati’s intellectual output in 

the 1960s and 1970s was a product of the prevailing transnational intellectual cultures of 

his time. Given the weight that Marxism and socialist ideas commanded particularly in 

the twentieth century, as well as the rising tide of revolutionary liberation movements 

against colonialism world-wide, he wanted to influence Iranians into revolutionary action 

by melding the revolutionary socialist ideas of the day with Islamic teachings and stories.  

 The command of anti-capitalist ideas among various social bases, including 

workers’ movements and the student intelligentsia, was strong; however, Shari’ati also 

consistently maintained his Muslim faith and argued with others who hid their faith to 

curry favor with the secular leftists.32 Yet despite the polemical arguments that existed 

between secular communists and groups such as the Movement of God-Worshipping 

                                                
 29 Abrahamian, “The Islamic Left: From Radicalism to Liberalism,” 271.  
 30 Ali Shari’ati, quoted in Abrahamian, “The Islamic Left: From Radicalism to 
Liberalism,” 271. 
 31 Ibid.  
 32 Ali Rahnema, An Islamic Utopian: A Political Biography of Alu Shari’ati 
(London: I.B. Tauris, 2014 [1998]), 53. 
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Socialists founded in 1943 and a major inspirational force for Shari’ati,33 there was at 

times an affinity among all these groups before the revolution and a recognition that 

aspects of their ideologies were shared. In fact, in a critique against the clergy, Shari’ati 

would write, “Our mosques, the revolutionary left, and our [lower level] preachers 

(wou’az) work for the benefit of the deprived people and are against the lavish and lush 

(donyadaran). But our fughaha (Islamic jurists of the clergy) who teach jurisprudence 

and give verdicts, are right-wingers, capitalists and conservative. In short our figh works 

for capitalism.”34 While the religious intellectuals of the 2000s renewed interest in 

Shari’ati, students in the post-revolutionary generation thus encountered the 

contradictions and omissions in this renewal. 

 The dynamic intellectual exchange at the universities in spite of repression and 

the fluid movement of students between activist spaces ensured that students’ debates 

would expand and deepen, pushing the limits of both reformist and far-right discourse. 

While I was researching the translation of intersectionality in Iran, discussed in Chapter 

2, I met Sharareh, who was a former One Million Signatures campaigner. She entered 

university during the Ahmadinejad administration, and was one of the numerous women 

who were politicized through movement in between left student spaces and women’s 

movement spaces, two growing currents at many universities in the period. After her 

student years, she continued her political work and became one of the translators of 

intersectionality in a feminist collective she had helped form named Bidarzani (Woman 

Awakening). Yet her own politicization was also a practice of intersectionality, as she 

was formed as a politically conscious subject through intersecting spaces of action and 
                                                
 33 Ibid., 25, 34. 
 34 Asef Bayat, “Shari’ati and Marx: A Critique of an “Islamic” Critique of 
Marxism,” Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics 10 (1990): 32. 
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debate among feminists, leftists, and the Islamic Student Association. In one of our 

conversations, when I asked her how she would respond to critiques that her translation 

of intersectionality would be seen as an import from the West, she brought up the 

example of the religious intellectuals to make her point about why she felt any claim to 

indigenous authenticity is flawed and contradictory. After all, Shari’ati himself, who 

wanted to return to the true Islam of the Prophet, could not square that desire with the fact 

that he was heavily influenced by Marxist and other European thinkers. But Sharareh also 

felt that it was possible to pay attention to the specific material factors in a particular time 

and place, without constructing a romanticized indigenous essentialism. In our 

conversation, she remarked, 

We can’t sit in our rooms and construct indigenous theory. Only following 
from social resistance can we do such a thing. Because you know what 
happens in terms of indigenous theory if we sit in our room? Are you 
familiar with the religious intellectuals of Iran? … It’s idealistic. They 
want to be the Protestantism of Iran. They can’t be, because Protestantism 
had material roots…The ideas [these intellectuals] are presenting to 
society are not in touch with the material aspects of people’s lives. Like 
the new readings of religion they present. Protestantism was an attitude 
and behavior, it was a manner. It extended to things such as people’s 
business conduct It was in this way that transformation was created in 
religion [in Europe]. 

 
Sharareh had grown highly skeptical of the religious intellectual construction of “Islamic 

Protestantism” and pushed her comrades to contest this idea. She was not entirely sold on 

the notion of reclaiming Islam from the Islamic Republic, nor the concept of “Islamic 

Protestantism” because for her, it relied on a too-easy indigenous essentialism. The 

religious intellectuals wanted to claim Shari’ati’s mantle as the new authentic Islamic 

intellectuals, but they also wanted to be accepted into the fold of Western modern 

subjects, many of whom they heavily cited. Sharareh also emphasized that when theory 
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was divorced from social struggle, as she felt it was with the new religious intellectuals, it 

would not have the capacity to respond to material conditions in non-Western contexts. 

She believed that theory that is the most relevant to people’s material needs comes 

through the practice of struggle. This is why she felt that indigenous theories against 

imperial and colonial rule only come through action and resistance, not simply from 

constructing theory solely “by sitting in your room.” By doing the latter, one is bound to 

overlook the material conditions of one's society. She and other feminists both inside and 

outside her collective, Bidarzani, translated U.S. Black feminist theories of 

intersectionality after having been politicized during their organizing work in the One 

Million Signatures Campaign, when the participation of non-Persian activists forced 

attention to the situation of marginalized ethnic and national groups in Iran. Yet in their 

translation process, they struggled to not translate intersectionality irresponsibly but with 

attention to specific material factors that had produced various groups’ differential 

relationship to the state and to capitalist development in Iran. Sharareh, too, in having 

these discussions and debates, was another student during the height of the religious 

intellectual trend and she pushed the religious intellectuals’ narrative of the Islamic 

Republic as well as far-right narratives among state officials. 

 Relatedly, those born around or after the time of the revolution, who were 

politicized in the student movement in the late 1990s up through the 2000s, faced violent 

suppression by the state that was justified through ad nauseam charges that they were 

victims of Westernization and internalized imperialism. Tara, who became a key leader in 

the One Million Signatures Campaign, participated in the violent student protests of 1999 

as well as student and women’s rights campaigns that followed. She considered herself an 
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anti-imperialist and contested charges of Westernization. Yet she argued, “The critique 

that people have of Western Orientalism, in some instances it falls into a form of Islamic 

identity essentialism at the other extreme…Even though it has a completely leftist 

perspective. Intersectionality too, a section of it has a leftist perspective. But if you go 

into it too much, you may fall into identity essentialism.”  

The religious intellectuals, in renewing Shari’ati’s thought, then, had also opened 

up a proverbial can of worms where students would debate each other about easily 

constructed binaries between the West and Islam. They did so in the throes of a complex 

student movement that continued, evolved, and witnessed political differences within it, 

even after the 2002 resistance in support of freeing Aghajari. Shari’ati’s thought also 

takes its place along those modalities of anti-colonial indigenous uplift throughout the 

Third World in the twentieth century, including in Southwest Asia and North Africa, 

which sought an authentic national identity. For Shari’ati, the “return to our roots” typical 

of third world discourses at the time meant a return to Islamic roots.35 Yet Tara and 

Sharareh expressed a caveat that this turn to Islam as the expression of indigeneity 

collapsed people into one contained socio-cultural idiom.36 If that idiom is pushed to 

account for an entire people, it will inevitably fail, as it cannot contain the myriad ways 

and modes of making sense of life among Iranians. Even still, the very fact that students 

had these debates and brought them out into the open in the face of repression illustrates 

the ways in which they experienced these questions as pathways into a history of 

resistance obscured by official narratives. 
                                                
 35 For more on Shari’ati’s conversation with Latin American, Asian, and African 
intellectuals on the “return to one’s roots,” see Shari’ati, quoted in Roy Mottahedeh, The Mantle 
of the Prophet: Religion and Politics in Iran (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2000), 330-331.  
 36 The theme of “return” was prevalent for Shari’ati; see Mottahedeh, The Mantle of the 
Prophet, 16. 
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 In these ways, then, the student movement in the 2000s was shaped by a number 

of often cross-fertilizing intellectual trends, enabled from the split between the reformists 

and the far right. Among these were the religious intellectual movement, the resurgence 

of a Marxist left, and a burgeoning feminist intellectual movement. I met Atousa, another 

former student during this period, who had been expelled from university and had 

eventually fled to Germany due to the increasing graveness of the charges against her 

especially after the escalation of state repression that followed the June 2009 uprising in 

Iran. In university, her major political work took the form of building workers’ support 

councils among students to support the independent unions and syndicates that arose 

among workers in those years. She also was a participant in the One Million Signatures 

Campaign. Yet before this period and during her primary and high school years, she also 

discussed an encounter with the religious intellectual movement that was transformative 

of her consciousness. In this way, her story resonated with Ali’s, the student discussed 

above who was an adherent of Shari’ati during his high school years. Born into a working 

class family, her mother a teacher and her father an electrical worker, she came into 

contact with Shari’ati’s books in primary school, as she would often go to the home of a 

friend whose family was close friends with Shari’ati’s wife, Pouran Shari’at-Razavi. As 

she came of age, however, she ended up rejecting Shari’ati because she had come to 

experience an intense aversion to religion given the efforts of people and institutions in 

her life to discipline her religiosity: 

At one point, my anti-ness—at that time it was really anti-ness—with 
religion had increased, and I saw Shari’ati in that same mood...The reality 
was that I did not know anything else. If I go back to the same time and 
they put a few different sources in front of me, I can’t say what would 
have happened…Now I can say I am an atheist but I don’t relate to the 
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issue in such a childish way. I try to see the issue of Islam in its diversity. 
But in my view at that time—of course it affects your reactions. 

 
Atousa's experience reflected reactions of some in the post-revolutionary generation to 

the state’s policing of a normative Muslimness. Her frustrations were in response to the 

practices of a bureaucratized ideology of Islamic jurisprudence as the majoritarian norm 

and the policing of this norm under the Islamic Republic. This caused her to question any 

account of an Islamic authenticity, even in its quite different form in Shari’ati’s work.  

But as an Iranian exile now living in Germany, she also faced the growing tide of 

European Islamophobia against migrants such as herself, something she acknowledged 

when we spoke. While Islamophobia in Europe racialized her as other, she refused 

narratives that made her into either a passive victim to be saved or an active accomplice 

to “terror.” In seeing the different conditions of surroundings in Iran as opposed to 

Germany, she believed that social activists must ask a particular set of questions in 

Europe when Islam is constructed as a specter to level violent racism against Muslims 

and those assumed to be Muslim. This set of questions is different from the questions that 

activists in Iran ask when Islam is exercised politically by the state and disciplined in the 

form of a majoritarian norm.   

 Yet women students such as Atousa, Tara, and Rana were not simply granted the 

space to intervene and influence these debates. They forcefully made space for 

themselves in the student movement in the early 2000s, which at that time was a male-

dominated scene. In so doing, they significantly eroded the internalized gender 

segregationist ideology that also affected the student movement. Women’s now almost 

ubiquitous and significantly large presence in protests such as the 2009 Green Movement 

and the winter 2017-2018 nationwide protest wave cannot be understood without the 
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early efforts of women leaders in the student movement in the early 2000s. Tara recalled 

that in 1999, she stood out during student protests, yet by 2009, the numbers of women 

protesters once again equaled the numbers of men.  

Through my contacts who had been former One Million Signatures Campaigns, I 

met Firoozeh, who was another one of these early women student leaders. She lived in a 

major city in the provinces and played an instrumental role in the formation of 

independent leftist student organizations outside of the Islamic Student Association at her 

university. She became a key leader of the Campaign even on a nationwide level. Born to 

working-class parents, she was also the most active female student in her organization, 

and one of a few women activists in general at her university in the early 2000s. In 

Chapter 1’s discussion of neoliberal restructuring and its effects on women in Iran, I 

focused on Firoozeh’s building of her gender consciousness in prison through her 

relationships with women inmates who had experienced the informal economy, 

precarious jobs, and domestic violence. While she also was politicized through the many 

intersecting student and women’s movement spaces, she believed that her imprisonment 

was one of the most important factors that led her to join the One Million Signatures 

Campaign and emphasize the violence of the law on working-class women. 

 Yet the evolution of her gender politics had begun before her imprisonment as 

part of her leadership in the student movement in her province. During her university 

days, she was the most prominent of the few women activists at her university. She 

enjoyed the feeling of being regarded as “political” like some of the male students and 

felt there was no difference between herself and her male counterparts in this respect. 

Around the same period as the 2002 university occupation and hunger strikes in Tehran, 
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several university students at her campus, including those in the Islamic Student 

Association, wrote an open letter critical of Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei. After they 

released this letter, which critiqued the man in the highest office in the land for 

authorizing the repression of students, university authorities clamped down on students. 

They set up guards at entrances and exits to harass political students and to signal a 

closed atmosphere in order to bring potential activist students in line. Firoozeh 

remembered that even non-political students would get harassed. Women approached her 

about being stopped and harassed for wearing makeup, having plucked eyebrows, or not 

wearing their headscarves and manteau to the liking of the entrance guards. Firoozeh was 

a type of reference point for these women students who came to her and discussed their 

harassment by the guards. She convinced some of them to join her in writing a letter 

objecting to the guards’ behavior policing women’s dress and behavior, and demanding 

an end to it. She and another student went to present the letter to the rest of her student 

activist group. The male students objected to signing the letter. One of the male leaders 

sharply said, “So she can close the last button in her manteau. What would happen? We 

should write letters for these kinds of things too?” Yet the male students’ attitude 

completely changed when Firoozeh herself was stopped by the guards the next day on 

grounds of improper hijab. She recalled that within an hour of finding out about her 

harassment by the guards, the male students organized a large protest and demanded that 

the authorities had no right to bring such pressures on activist students. They organized 

the protest because to them the matter had become political since one of their comrades 

who happened to be a woman had been stopped and questioned by the guards. Yet 

Firoozeh had been stopped based on the same gendered codes of dress and bodily 
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comportment experienced by the other women students who had approached her before 

and with whom she wrote the open letter. Before her own experience with the guards, 

however, there was an idea among the male students that this was trivial and that the 

women could deal with it. For Firoozeh, it was not the point that one could easily put up 

with changing forms of bodily comportment to conform. She seemed to ask, if it was 

trivial, why was it being policed? In other words, she seemed to agree with the men: this 

is trivial. Who cares? But the practice of the administration has de-trivialized it and made 

it into an issue.  

 More importantly, it was lost on the men until Firoozeh had been harassed that 

this tactic was more than just policing women’s bodies (though it certainly was that) but 

it was also yet another strategy of intimidation to contain the student movement and 

perform the administration’s authority over the students. It is no coincidence that the 

policing of women’s dress and makeup intensified during periods of student protest. 

Stopping women was another way to assert the administration’s authority and show who 

was in charge lest anyone dare rebel again, even students who were not known to be 

political. Thus, for Firoozeh, it made sense that she might reasonably expect her male 

comrades’ solidarity since they were all subject to intensified techniques by the 

administration to contain the movement. She found, however, that only after she herself 

had to face this form of policing did the issue go from being trivial to political and 

warranted the movement’s response. Ultimately, as in Rana’s story of the 2002 university 

occupations recounted above, this episode was yet another example in which the practice 

of struggle built and transformed consciousness among both men and women in the 

student movement. 
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 Yet the debates around gender and the role of women in resistance recounted in 

the stories that Rana and Firoozeh told were by no means new in Iran. While these 

women played leadership roles in the resurgence of a Marxist left at the universities, 

some sections of women in the earlier generation of leftists as well as the followers of 

Shari’ati adhered to women’s Islamic dress as a form of authenticity and perceived 

proximity to the Iranian working class. Historian Ali Rahnema argues that Shari’ati was 

prompted to theorize gender in his work in part as the result of an exchange during one of 

his lectures in which a detractor denounced his female followers as “women in 

miniskirts.” This prompted Shari’ati to exclaim “Why are you talking such nonsense and 

in any case if they are wearing miniskirts why do you look at them!”37 Shari’ati’s 

response was to embarrass the detractors and call out the agency of men in the exchange 

in looking, rather than just women wearing. Even still, leftist women were divided as to 

whether some form of Islamic dress could be a source of pride and identification with the 

anti-imperialist movement, with women falling on both sides of the debate.38 Many men 

and women of the 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s felt that ideas about women’s dress 

were trivial (similar to some of Firoozeh’s male comrades) and that these were divisive to 

the rising anti-imperialist movement against the Shah.  

Women’s enactments of anti-imperialism in many third world contexts at this 

time took the form of a masculinization of women’s appearance in accordance with 

practices of armed struggle and militancy. Shari’ati, too, would intervene in these 

questions of women’s participation as revolutionaries. His lecture “Fatima is Fatima” 
                                                
 37 Rahnema, An Islamic Utopian, 270 
 38 For more on the pressures leftist women faced to show anti-imperialist commitments, 
see Haideh Moghissi, “Troubled Relationships: Women, Nationalism, and the Left Movement in 
Iran,” in Reformers and Revolutionaries in Modern Iran: New Perspectives on the Iranian Left, 
ed. Stephanie Cronin (New York: Routledge, 2004), 209-228. 
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described his version of women’s emancipation in the context of an anti-colonial anti-

capitalist revolution, based on the figure of Fatima, the Prophet Mohammad’s youngest 

daughter, who is regarded as a strong militant female figure by many Muslims.39 Again, 

however, his gender consciousness was symptomatic of much of the anti-colonial 

movements of his time. Women were called upon to participate as full revolutionary 

fighters. While this overturned dominant patriarchal thinking about women’s fixedness 

within the domestic sphere, in practice, after many of the revolutions, women were 

effectively called back into the domestic sphere once the need for insurgency was over.40 

The need to steward and care for the future members of the postrevolutionary nation was 

pressing in the aftermath of revolution, and thus a gendered public-private split persisted 

and gender relations remained intact.41 In the 2000s when women students transformed 

the student movement and popular protest in Iran in ways that eroded the state’s gender 

ideology, they thus intervened in the earlier generation’s debates about essential 

constructions of female militancy. 

                                                
 39 Ali Shariati, Fatima is Fatima, https://www.al-
islam.org/printpdf/book/export/html/9540. 
 40 Among the famous examples of the militant revolutionary woman and the “continuity 
between the woman and the revolutionary” is Fanon’s conception of the Algerian woman: Frantz 
Fanon, “Algeria Unveiled,” in A Dying Colonialism, trans. Harken Chevalier (New York: Grove 
Press, 1965), 50. 
 41 For gender ideologies of nationalist movements, including women’s roles as both 
militarized fighters and reproducers and nurturers of the nation, see Floya Anthers and Nira 
Yuval-Davis, Women-Nation-State (London: Macmillan, 1989). Anne McClintock’s theorizations 
of questions of gender and anti-colonial nationalisms, particularly in the South African context, 
have been quite impactful to my own: Anne McClintock, “ ‘No Longer in a Future Heaven: 
Women and Nationalism in South Africa,” Transition, no. 51 (1991). Radical women often 
contested these notions and led transformations in thinking that understood women’s 
liberation as part of nationalist projects; see for example Farmer on the Black Power 
context: Ashley Farmer, Remaking Black Power: How Black Women Transformed an Era 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2017).  
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 Thus the debates that students in this period engaged in around gender politics 

were also pathways into a revolutionary past that were transformative of consciousness 

among the renewed currents of both Marxism and religious intellectualism in the student 

movement. Further, the state repression that students faced also pushed them, contrary to 

authorities’ intentions, to further ask questions about the terrible repression of the 1980s, 

which has increasingly come to light in the intervening years. The terror campaign of the 

1980s against thousands of political prisoners who were leftists and Mojahedin was also 

thrown under scrutiny in the 2000s by mothers of the executed political prisoners who 

formed a group called Mothers of Khavaran, after the name of the mass gravesite where 

executed leftists were buried. Many of the bereaved began to boldly challenge authorities 

and travel to the gravesite regularly and plant flower beds.42 Many of the emerging left 

student groups discussed above formed connections and solidarities with the Mothers of 

Khavaran and others among the bereaved, who constantly faced harassment, violence, 

and threats to their safety for demanding a type of truth and reconciliation process from 

the state for the mass executions.  

Rana recalled that most of the children of those who were executed entered 

university around the same time, in the late 1990s and early 2000s. The surviving parents 

of the children who had lost their other parent, because of the state surveillance and 

repression that they had faced, continued to be mistrustful of ordinary people around 

them. When the children would interact with and meet other students, however, the other 

surviving family members were forced to reassess and rebuild lines of trust with the 

outside world. If a child of an executed comrade organized among a group of otherwise 

                                                
 42 Ervand Abrahamian, Tortured Confessions: Prisons and Public Recantations in 
Modern Iran (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 217.  
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unknown activist students, some families could accept these young people into their 

homes and speak with them. It was a way to help heal the still existing traumas of 

mistrust, having been forced for so long to live a life in hiding or isolation. It was further 

transformative for the surviving parents and family members in that children’s 

engagement with these traumas and with the act of remembering helped members of the 

older generation who had experienced the terror campaign to move toward closure. 

 In daring to engage with and process these silenced stories, members of the 

younger generation forged their political consciousness. Sisters Nikki and Haleh were 

students in the latter half of the 2000s, and their first major episode of protest was the 

2009 uprising against Ahmadinejad’s disputed reelection. A distant relative of theirs had 

been executed during the 1980s, though they had never thought much about learning this 

relative’s story. Nikki recalled, “We didn't witness the violence that took place in the 

1980s. I had heard of it, but before 2009 I hadn’t thought much about it…it was never 

real for me. But then in 2009, they arrested and imprisoned both of my parents at the 

same time. Our family was very active. They imprisoned everyone—my mom, father, 

cousins.” When Nikki was confronted with the heightened violence of the state in 2009 

as millions of discontented Iranians had scared the state into once again escalating its 

repressive tactics, she began to process and reflect more on the past repression that had 

touched her family in the 1980s. When the three of us spoke in Iran in 2015, Haleh had 

only begun to unearth this history and she was still gathering the few details she knew:  

Our family was either Mojahedin and the like, or [followers of] Shari’ati. 
My father for example was more Shari’ati, he had a Shari’atist inclination. 
So for me, even though I always had opposition to the government, we 
weren’t like so many of the other people we know who had leftist family 
roots. I wasn’t very familiar with the discourse of the left. It was more a 
feeling or intuition rather than knowing the vocabulary or the history. If 
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anything, I knew that in my family we had executions. I knew that my 
mother’s friends had been executed in the 1980s.  

 
Haleh and Nikki’s parents had contradictory feelings about the political establishment in 

the 1980s. For example, Haleh suggested that her parents, like so many others, had 

welcomed Khomeini. At other times, however, her father would remark that the clerics 

had ruined things in Iran. This history, and her parents’ conflicted feelings in relation to 

it, still did not feel “real or tangible” to Haleh. Still, the repression that followed the 2009 

mass mobilizations marked the first time she began to grapple with the complexity of that 

history. Members of the younger generation experienced different routes to a political 

consciousness that contested official narratives. Many did not grow up in a family which 

had a political history, yet they still came to consciousness by way of their own choices 

to push the opening produced out of the divisions between state factions, and through 

forming their own opinions about major debates of their time. Still, for others, such as 

Haleh, the significance of a family history and of family friends who had been executed 

only dawned on the children after they had become active in popular protest and had 

faced repression. These kinds of journeys to consciousness, then, meant weighing the 

stakes of why and how to honor the past. 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have argued that during the first decade of the 2000s after 

members of the post-revolutionary generation had entered university, the student 

movement witnessed debates among its ranks that replayed and transformed earlier 

debates between Marxists and Islamic liberation theologists of earlier periods. These 

students had grown up in the post-revolutionary period. From one side, the Islamic 

Republic was anxious that “neo-Marxist” elements were rising again in the universities. 
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At the same time, the most right-wing elements of the state denounced the reawakened 

strands of religious intellectualism that had made connections to Shari’ati’s philosophy. 

The Marxist left took leadership of segments of the student movement for a period in the 

mid-2000s, yet it also mobilized and grew in response to the repression of the religious 

intellectual movement. At the same time, the burgeoning of feminist spaces, women’s 

studies programs, and women’s rights NGOS, simultaneous with the resurgence of the 

student left, created an environment where young women in the universities were 

politicized by both left and feminist political thought, carrying these experiences with 

them when they entered later campaigns such as the One Million Signatures Campaign.  

 Surely, the relatively open political climate ushered in under the Khatami 

administration allowed for these tendencies to strengthen. The Islamic Republic, like 

many states, is a hodge-podge of fractious and contradictory ideologies that compete with 

each other for hegemony. Yet did Khatami, the reformist, give these young people 

freedoms of expression? Or was the rise of someone like Khatami rather only made 

possible by the coming of age and politicization of this new generational cohort? Young 

people experienced various journeys to politicization. They had lived their entire lives up 

until the present moment under the Islamic Republic. They were educated and politicized 

in an expanded higher education system, and entered a formative period of young 

adulthood in the late 1990s and early 2000s. This new generation could not but help ask 

questions: Why had their parents waged a revolution? Who were the players? What lies 

beyond the official narratives? They were not simply granted the atmosphere to dialogue 

these questions. The fractiousness of the ruling elite was also in part a response to the 

state’s anxieties that this post-revolutionary generation, which was part of a youth 
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population bulge, would form their own perspectives and seek action even without any 

guarantees of an open political climate and promises which could not be sustained.  

 But what does it even mean to be part of a generation, if not to place oneself and 

one’s peers in relation to history, to memory, and to the dramas, terrors, and dreams of a 

past and a present? These students were children during the long 1980s in Iran. They 

knew, of course, that lives were lived, and lost, for a revolution, but the complexity of the 

story evaded them. They recalled the executions of family members or family friends, or 

they met friends in school who had been touch by the political executions. These were 

their only windows into a darkened and unclear past, at the moment of their questioning 

of a state-sponsored history of the revolution. A process of truth and reconciliation for the 

families of the political prisoners executed and tortured in the 1980s has yet to occur in 

Iran.  

Yet young Iranians have begun the process of honoring the past. Indeed their 

political work in this period was an integral part of honoring past struggles and 

transforming them for the present. Shahla Talebi, a former political prisoner under both 

the Shah and the Islamic Republic, expresses that it is precisely the act of wrestling with 

the questions of memory, and its relationship to both violence and hope, that allows us to 

recreate and “remake life.”43 Yet these questions do not have simple or easy answers. 

One of the examples she visits in her account of political imprisonment in the 1980s and 

the early 1990s is the efforts prisoners would make to prevent their fellow prisoners, 

loved ones, from committing suicide. One of these prisoners, Marjan, attempted suicide 

multiple times, yet each time her watchful friends prevented her death, until one day 

                                                
 43 Shahla Talebi, Ghosts of Revolution: Rekindled Memories of Imprisonment in Iran 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011), 221.  
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Marjan finally succeeded. Thinking back on it years later, Talebi writes, “Would she 

forgive us for spying on her and depriving her of her right to decide whether to live or 

die? I wish there were a way to communicate with her. Should we have tried harder to 

save her, or let her be the one who chooses to live or die as she wishes? But since when 

have our lives and deaths been only our own?”44  

Did Marjan’s life belong to anyone else other than herself? Did Marjan’s death 

belong to anyone else other than herself? I also wonder if our lives and deaths can ever 

truly be only our own, when their memory impacts, shapes, and pushes generations after 

us to, as Talebi calls it, “remake life.” We engage the lives and deaths of the generations 

before us, as our own lives and deaths are touched by those who come after us. Those 

members of the post-revolutionary generation who experienced political consciousness 

during the heady days of student protests in the 2000s leading up to the 2009 and 2011 

mass mobilizations shaped one another’s thinking and experience not only in ways that 

would impact the future of Iranian social movements but also in ways that brought them 

to terms with the repressed past of the revolution, prompting them to honor memories 

that had been muffled for much of their lives.

                                                
 44 Ibid., 149.  
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Chapter 4: 
Iranians and a Radical “Politics of Sexuality:” 

Facing Mirrors and Lorca in Iran 
 

Didn’t he say 
I don’t believe in political frontiers? 
Didn’t he say 
The capture of Granada in 1492 
By Ferdinand and Isabella 
Was a disastrous event? 
Didn’t he call Granada a wasteland 
peopled by the worst bourgeoisie in Spain? 
A queer Communist poet! 

Harold Norse1 
 
I have sinned, a sin full of pleasure 
In an embrace which was ardent, like fire 
I have sinned in the midst of arms  
Which were hot and vengeful  

Forough Farrokhzad2 
 

Introduction 

 Thus far, this study has been about the ways in which Iranian feminists have 

organized around gender and class relations in the context of the labor, student, and 

women’s movements. Yet gender relations, in Iran as in many societies, are not only 

about gender binaries, and women’s relationship to men, capital, and the state, but also 

about people who do not conform to gender binaries and normative sexuality. In Iran, 

issues of same sex desire and gender variance are discussed either in the context of the 

legality of transsexuality within Iranian law, or in the context of the illegal status of 

same-sex practices. In this chapter, I examine this context but also move beyond the legal 

                                                
1 For Harold Norse’s 1977 poem “We Bumped Off Your Friend the Poet” in the original 

English, see http://haroldnorse.com/2424. For Hossein Makizadeh’s Persian translation 
discussed in this chapter, see Namomken: Adabiyat, Naghd, Falsafeh, no. 2, Spring 1394 [2013]. 

2 I have modified Hasan Javadi and Susan Salleé’s translation of Farrokhzad’s 
poem “Sin,” of which the original Persian can be found in their volume: Forough 
Farrokhzad, “Sin,” in Another Birth and Other Poems, trans. Hassan Javadi and Susan 
Salleé (Washington DC: Mage Publishers, 2010), 7. 
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framework of transsexuality in Iran to theorize a more expansive and emancipatory 

politics of sexual and gender diversity, one that does not pit trans-ness against 

homosexuality, but rather affirms same-sex desire and diverse gender expressions. I 

argue that in recent years some Iranians, especially among the post-revolutionary 

generation, have constructed their own understandings of what the Raha Iranian Feminist 

Collective calls a “politics of sexuality” which goes beyond global frameworks of LGBT 

rights and Iranian legal frameworks of trans recognition. While in conversation with the 

relevant debates in the West, Iranians have rather expanded on, and at times even created 

new conceptualizations and debates with attention to their context. 

 At the April 2013 Homonationalism and Pinkwashing Conference in New York, 

members of the Raha Iranian Feminist Collective theorized a radical “politics of 

sexuality.”3 Raha members argued against dominant liberal LGBT rights frameworks that 

focus solely on sexual identity by proposing an alternative of a “politics of sexuality.”  

A broader politics of sexuality and solidarity would address states and 
cultural practices related to a range of issues such as marriage, 
cohabitation, being single, sex outside marriage, the sexuality of children, 
non-normative sexual practices, intimacies of various kinds, sexual 
violence, violence against the sexually marginalized, the organization of 
family and childcare, and birth control, abortion, sterilization, and other 
fertility practices. We want to recognize that at various times and places, 
the sexually marginalized gather to change their marginality, and in more 
radical versions, the conditions of the marginality of themselves and of 
others.4  

 
Raha’s “politics of sexuality” is influenced by a vast array of radical feminist work, 

combining Marxist feminist theories of social reproduction, care, and reproductive labor, 

                                                
 3 Raha Iranian Feminist Collective, “Politics of Solidarity, Politics of Sexuality, Beyond 
the Framework of Identity,” Paper presented at the CLAGS Homonationalism and Pinkwashing 
Conference, City University of New York, April 2013, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=znrO5KhOtj0. 
 4 Ibid. 
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and women of color feminist theories of reproductive justice, with a critique of violence 

against the sexually non-normative.5 When Raha members discuss the reorganization of 

childcare, fertility, birth control, and sterilization, for example, they build on the work of 

earlier women of color feminist activism for reproductive justice, and for the radical 

redistribution and reorganization of public resources to support social reproduction, care, 

and a variety of kinship structures.6 Yet they also argue that the struggles of those who 

                                                
 5 I am indebted here to material feminist understandings of social reproduction. While 
Marx heavily theorized production under capitalism, he did not to the same extent theorize the 
work it takes to reproduce the worker, the capitalist, and conditions of capitalism. As Michelle 
Murphy writes, “Without reproduction, capitalist society could not maintain itself over time. 
[Reproduction] happened…in the life of workers who must spend wages in order to pay for their 
own subsistence and maintain their life…Thus, reproduction, for Marx, was also the name for the 
process by which human life and its labor power were regenerated, both in terms of eating and the 
daily sustaining of an individual body, and in terms of aggregate life, the life of workers across 
generations. Succinctly put, ‘If production be capitalistic in form, so to will reproduction,’ (Marx 
1977:711).” Thus, understanding reproduction means that we can theorize gendered and 
sexualized dimensions of family, care work, domestic labor, and unpaid work as part of what 
maintains capitalism over time. Yet women of color theorists of reproduction have brought 
attention to the fact that reproduction is not only gendered but also racialized, both within the 
West as well as in the international division of labor. Kalindi Vora, for example, theorizes 
reproductive labor as feminized and racialized. She focuses on India as a postcolonial site to 
theorize feminized work sourced from India to middle-class people in the West which includes 
“domestic work, customer care, the production of biological commodities and services like 
human organs and gestation.” Thus, she argues that reproductive labor is vital to colonial 
capitalist accumulation. Arlie Hochschild has also analyzed related issues in the ways in which 
care work, particularly child care, is feminized and racialized as low-paid work among immigrant 
women and women of color in the West. Michelle Murphy, “Reproduction,” in Marxism and 
Feminism, ed. Shahrzad Mojab (London: Zed Books, 2015), 289; Kalindi Vora, Life Support: 
Biocapital and the New History of Outsourced Labor (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2015), 1-4; Arlie Hochschild, “Love and Gold,” in Global Woman: Nannies, Maids, and 
Sex Workers in the New Economy, ed. Barbara Ehrenreich and Arlie Hochschild (New York: 
Metropolitan Books, 2002), 15-30. 
 6 Raha’s broad politics of sexuality, particularly as it includes organization of family and 
childcare, fertility, birth control, sterilization, and fertility, is influenced by earlier radical women 
of color and black feminist activism for reproductive justice. Dorothy Roberts, for example, 
argues against the mainstream middle-class abortion rights movement, claiming that, “For too 
long, the rhetoric of ‘choice’ has privileged predominantly white middle-class women who have 
the ability to choose from reproductive options that are unavailable to the poor and low-income 
women, especially women of color.” Thus, a reproductive justice framework calls for radically 
redistributing and reorganizing public/collective resources to support “not only a woman’s right 
to have a child, but also the right to have children and to raise them with dignity in safe, healthy, 
and supportive environments.” This leads Roberts to argue, “True reproductive justice requires a 
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are stigmatized because of sexual and gender variance also fall under this broad politics 

of sexuality. Ultimately for these members of Raha, all of these diverse sites of struggle 

are produced out of people’s position vis-a-vis normative sexual and gender relations. 

 Below, I argue that two cultural texts have emerged in recent years in Iran, each 

along different scales of circulation, gesture towards the expansive and intersectional 

“politics of sexuality” proposed by Raha members. First I explore the 2011 film by 

Maryam Azarbayjani Facing Mirrors, which is the first film legally produced in Iran to 

feature a trans protagonist and to dramatize the struggles of the trans community. I argue 

that the film shows a variety of issues of gender and sexual justice as intertwined, 

including violence against trans people, working-class women’s struggles, gendered 

informal labor, gender variance in children, and non-normative desire. In dramatizing 

these issues as related, the film performs an expansive “politics of sexuality” that 

encourages solidarities that go beyond both western frameworks of LGBT identity and 

rights as well as beyond legal approaches in Iran for trans rights and women’s rights. I 

use Raha members’ “politics of sexuality” as a lens to analyze the ways in which the film 

troubles the state’s policing of gender and sexual categories, and the demarcations of 

trans- from non-trans. Building from the film's subtle politics of desire, I then move to 

explore desire in a second cultural text, a Persian translation of a 1977 poem by U.S. beat 

generation poet Harold Norse poem titled, “We Bumped Off Your Friend the Poet.” 

                                                                                                                                            
living wage, universal health care, and the abolition of prisons.” See Dorothy Roberts, 
“Reproductive Justice, Not Just Rights,” Dissent (2015): 79, 81; for more on women of color and 
black feminist formulations of radical reproductive justice, see Sister Song Women of Color 
Reproductive Justice Collective, https://www.sistersong.net/reproductive-justice/; Angela Davis, 
“Racism, Birth Control, and Reproductive Rights,” in Women, Race, and Class (New York: 
Random House, 1981), 202-221; Premilla Nadasen, “Expanding the Boundaries of the Women's 
Movement: Black Feminism and the Struggle for Welfare Rights,” Feminist Studies 28, no. 2 
(2002): 270-301.  



 

203 
 

 

Norse’s poem depicts the early twentieth century Spanish poet Federico Garcia Lorca as 

a “queer communist poet.” In 2013, a Persian translation of the poem was published by 

Hossein Makizadeh in a literary journal in Iran called Namomken (Impossible). I 

contextualize the piece within a broader historical translation of Lorca’s poetry in Iran. In 

exploring the poem’s circulation among a group of gay Iranians, some of whom 

circulated it to commemorate a murdered friend in their community, Kian Fakoori, I 

further show that much like the film Facing Mirrors, this piece troubles the regulatory 

policing of gender and sexual categories and instead gestures to an intersectional and 

more powerful politics of sexuality. The poem fuses a politics of desire with a radical left 

politics against capitalist and colonial social relations. While the poem has enjoyed a 

lower scale of circulation than the film, it is nonetheless one example of informal 

networks of queer cultural exchange, knowledge transmission, and community in Iran. 

Ultimately, I argue that both of these texts move towards Raha member's powerful 

proposal of a “politics of sexuality.” 

The Current Status of Sexual Politics 

 In order to theorize an alternative politics of sexuality in these cultural texts, 

throughout this chapter I explore the limitations of current models for sexual politics, 

including liberal LGBT frameworks of inclusion as well as the context of transsexuality 

in Iran, in which the law demarcates same-sex desire from trans-ness. Current debates in 

Iran on same-sex desire and gender non-normativity must be placed within the context of 

legal developments under the Islamic Republic with regards to the sanctioning of a 

certain form of transgender identity. In 1964, fifteen years before the 1979 Revolution, 

Khomeini argued that sex change was permissible in Islam in his Arabic language treatise 



 

204 
 

 

Tahrir al-wasilah.7 Twenty years later in 1984 after a trans woman pleaded with him for 

redress, his argument in the earlier text became the basis for an edict or fatwa legalizing 

sex change, which he issued as the supreme authority of the new post-revolutionary 

state.8 In her work on transsexuality and same-sex desire in Iran, historian-anthropologist 

Afsaneh Najmabadi shows that trans activism has been an important source in 

influencing the state’s interactions with trans people.9  

 Contrary to the religiously permissible status of a form of transness, however, 

same-sex contact is illegal in Iranian law. Thus, while the law makes space available for 

individuals who wish to transition to another gender through a state-sponsored medical 

process, it also undermines solidarity between these individuals and those who are either 

gender variant but do not wish to go through the state’s process or those who are 

pathologized because of their same-sex desire and practices. Medical models for 

transsexuality are not unique to Iran and have been practiced by many in other contexts, 

including the United States.  

Yet while such models make some lives possible, there are also limitations to a 

medical model of transsexuality. Raha points to such limitations, arguing, “In both [Iran 

and the United States], the medicalization of transsexuality creates both the possibility of 

existence for many trans people in these societies, while also enmeshing people in deeply 

regulative and controlling systems. This medical model seeks to perpetuate binaries of 

gender, and in the Iranian case, binaries of sexuality.”10 

                                                
 7 Afsaneh Najmabadi, Professing Selves: Transsexuality and Same-Sex Desire in 
Contemporary Iran (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 6 
 8 Ibid.  
 9 Ibid. 
 10 Raha Iranian Feminist Collective, “Politics of Solidarity, Politics of Sexuality, Beyond 
the Framework of Identity.” 
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In Iran, a medical model of transsexuality underwrites regulatory distinctions 

between the category of the trans, an acceptable identity according to the law, and other 

categories denoting unacceptable sexualities, chiefly same-sex practices and to a lesser 

extent, non-binary gender expressions. The efforts of trans people in Iran have made 

many lives possible and livable in spite of historic and ongoing social attitudes 

pathologizing trans people. The politics of sexuality that I help develop in this chapter, 

however, challenges the state’s regulation of these categories through the law. 

 Further, while the law enmeshes people into regulatory systems of binary gender 

and sexuality, Iranians also make their own uses of the law, and in so doing gesture to 

possibilities for a “politics of sexuality” outside of the law even as they struggle to make 

lives livable within it. According to Najmabadi, the bureaucratic process for attaining 

certification from the state to transition from one sex to another also is based on 

discourses in which “symptomatic homosexuals” can be persuaded to transition while 

“true homosexuals” must be filtered out of the process.11 Yet as she has shown, such a 

filtering has been impossible to enforce, and at times gays and lesbians use the process 

set up for trans people to their advantage without ever transitioning. She argues that the 

state-sponsored bureaucratic process of jurisprudential demarcating and trans certification 

has not eliminated gays and lesbians, but rather has created new social spaces, some of 

which have been populated by a variety of gender-variant people as well as gays and 

lesbians. She claims, “Instead of constructing an impassable border [between trans and 

                                                
 11 Najmabadi, Professing Selves, 4.  
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homosexual], the process has generated a porously marked, nebulous, and spacious 

domain populated by a variety of ‘not-normal’ people.”12  

Individuals make creative uses of the law and trouble the state’s policing of the 

trans from the deviant. They may strategically tell selective narratives and partial stories 

to authorities, which as Najmabadi found, may at times take the form of, “being 

unreadable and looking ignorant, if you will, and on other occasions looking as if they are 

the very subject as defined by the legal/jurisprudential/medical discourse.”13 Still, it is 

also important to note that same-sex desiring people carve out life for themselves in a 

variety of ways apart from strategic uses of trans legality, and by building community on 

their own terms. In other words, while some may make their own uses of the trans 

filtering process, others may find some support through frequenting social spaces 

organized by or for trans people, while still many others carve out their own spaces of 

safety and community quite separate from that process altogether. These creative 

capacities for survival and for building community also gesture to a more enabling 

politics of sexuality, which I aim to explore throughout this chapter.  

 Current sexual politics in Iran are also the result of the interaction between 

modernist European medical and sexological discourses, shi’i jurisprudential doctrine, 

and Islamico-civil law. Medical and sexological ideas and texts which traveled to Iran 

from Europe not only defined homosexuality as a perversion, condition, or disorder, but 

in so doing, produced the homosexual as an abject, detestable identity.14 Iran imported 

                                                
 12 Ibid. 
 13 Ibid., 14.  
 14 I am indebted to Ann Stoler’s formulations that European racial ideology and 
colonialism was central to the construction of normative European sexuality. Ann Stoler, Race 
and the Education of Desire: Foucault’s History of Desire and the Colonial Order of Things 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1995). 
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and reshaped many of these discourses. Najmabadi thoroughly documents much of the 

history of Iranian professional and scholarly translations of a large volume of European 

psycho-sexological and medical texts on anatomical sex and sexuality, including 

homosexuality. Doctors who conducted early sex reassignment surgeries in the Pahlavi 

era tied together discourses of sex and sexual desire in ways that would inform the 

construction of trans identity in Iran in later decades.15  

The twentieth century trajectory of concepts of homosexuality and transsexuality 

did not only take place in the medical establishment, however, but also in related and 

overlapping scholarly fields of psycho-sexology, neurology, and criminology, as well as 

in more popular genres such as that of marital advice literature. Masud Ansari, a teacher 

who had had an appointment at an Iranian police academy, for example, published a book 

in 1961 titled Sexual Crimes and Deviancies, which is largely an abridged and modified 

translation of a 1949 book by Los Angeles Police Department director of Sex Offenses 

Paul de River titled The Sexual Criminal: A Psychoanalytical Study.16 Ansari’s text was 

one early contribution to an emerging genre of popular criminology, which would inform 

the later development of the field of scientific criminology in Iran in the 1980s and 

1990s.17 In the original U.S. version by de River, the introduction, written by a former 

Chief Deputy District Attorney who was a close co-worker of de River’s, warns that “the 

sex pervert [is] just as much a criminal as…the burglar or murderer.”18 While 

“homosexual sadism” is one such area of sexual crime for de River, Ansari’s translation 

includes his own assessment of homosexuality as the most deviant of sexual deviations 

                                                
 15 Najmabadi, Professing Selves, 42-43.  
 16 Ibid., 69.  
 17 Ibid., 74.  
 18 Ibid., 70.  
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and crimes.19 Hasan Hasuri, a neurology specialist, published an influential book in 1968 

that introduced European sexological understandings of sex into Iranian scientific 

discourse, which has defined the thinking on sexuality in Iran for practitioners up until 

the present time.”20 Hasuri cited one H. Benjamin as an expert on homosexuality who 

considered it to result “from combined effects of psychological, biological, and 

circumstantial mechanisms.”21 In these ways, the globalization of modern, largely 

European and U.S. medical discourses was one factor which informed the later 

construction of identities in Iran such as transsexual, hamjins-gerayi (same-sex 

orientation), and hamjinsbaz (a derogatory term for homosexual meaning same-sex 

player). 

 The practice of attaching the term “deviant,” hamjinsbaz, or “sexual criminal” as 

a degraded identity to certain persons emerged in Iran with the aid of Persian translations 

of English-language sources, yet Iranian professionals and authority figures had agency 

in further transforming those ideas according to their own preconceptions and premises. 

For example, when Khomeini sanctioned sex change, even though his decree was a 

welcome relief to individuals who wanted to live in a gender that was not assigned to 

them at birth, the medicalization of transsexuality also meant distancing the trans from 

the homosexual, an unacceptable figure. Khomeini’s logic in this was accomplished by a 

complex melding of his Islamic understandings of sex and gender, yet those 

understandings could not have occurred in a vacuum and were influenced by the Western 

literature on intersexuality, transsexuality, and homosexuality—literature which had been 

in circulation in Iran during the Pahlavi era and before.  
                                                
 19 Ibid., 71.  
 20 Ibid., 53.  
 21 Ibid., 57.  
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 Thus the construction of current sexual politics in Iran is a result of historic 

epistemological fusions. Najmabadi shows this by citing a particularly telling experience 

from her fieldwork when visiting the state-run Trans Psychiatric Institute. One high-

ranking staffer worked in an office with portraits of Sigmund Freud, Khomeini, and 

Khamenei displayed across the walls. Najmabadi claims,  

As jarring as the close proximity of these three patriarchs may be at first 
sight, it is precisely the coming together of politico-religious authority 
with the scientific authority of psychology/psychiatry—the coming 
together of bio-medical and psycho-sexological discourses with Islamic 
jurisprudential (fighi) rulings after 1979—that has enabled the sorting of 
different categories of sex/gender-variant persons, including the filtering 
of trans from non-trans.22 

 
The coming together of these modernist discourses—psychiatric, bio-medical, and 

Islamic jurisprudential—has thus produced the current model for regulating categories of 

acceptable gender and sexual identity from non-acceptable categories. Yet as I show 

below, the regulatory regimes that recognize some sex/gender variant people while 

disavowing others also produce unintended forms of resistance. As in other contexts, 

those most marginalized by stigmas of sexual and gender variance challenge their 

stigmatization and work to build their own spaces.  

In the two cultural texts I analyze below, I show that Iranians have not been 

passive victims of these regulatory regimes and have relied on their own creative 

capacities to imagine a liberatory politics of sexuality. Below I define such a politics as 

one that is not based on regulating gender and sexual practices but which rather envisions 

broad, cross-group solidarities and linkages among a variety of intertwined sites of 

                                                
 22 Ibid., 20. 



 

210 
 

 

gender and sexual justice. It is towards this alternative politics of sexuality that I now turn 

in exploring the film Facing Mirrors. 

Reading Facing Mirrors through a “Politics of Sexuality” 

 Negar Azarbayani’s 2011 film Facing Mirrors is a socially engaged analysis of 

interlocking class, gender, and trans politics in Iran. I argue that the film gestures to a 

“politics of sexuality” which connects the triumph of the self over gendered and sexual 

stigma with an analysis of class and gender relations broadly. It is the first film officially 

produced in Iran to feature a trans protagonist. Azarbayjani and producer Fereshteh 

Taerpour applied for a permit to produce the film from the Ministry of Culture—as all 

filmmakers are required to attain by law—and successfully procured one after a year. In 

addition to being released to audiences in Iran, the film also received considerable 

international attention. It was premiered internationally at the Toronto International Film 

Festival in September 2011, and would go on to win the jury award for Best Film at the 

2011 Montreal World Film Festival. It also won awards and accolades at international 

LGBT film festivals, including San Francisco’s Frameline as well as Paris’s Gay and 

Lesbian Film Festival at which it won the Grand Prix.  

At the heart of the film is the story of two people’s unlikely friendship. Eddie is a 

rebellious trans man, from an upper-middle class background, who is running away from 

an abusive father who is unsupportive of him living as a man. Eddie is trying to leave 

Iran for good. Throughout the film, Eddie’s father calls him by his feminine birth name, 

Adineh. Rana, on the other hand, is a religious working-class cis woman whose husband 

is in prison after having been betrayed by a dishonest business partner who left him in 

debt. Now, as the single head of her household, needing to support herself, her son, and 
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her mother-in-law and acquire the money to pay off her husband’s debts, Rana works as 

an unlicensed informal taxi driver or mosaferkesh, a common informal occupation 

usually among men in Iran, in which drivers use their personal cars to give passersby a 

ride. In developing this friendship, the film illustrates two characters who face precarious 

conditions as a result of vastly different circumstances: Eddie as he fights for a life free of 

violence, stigma, and ostracization and Rana as she struggles to make ends meet and 

provide for herself and her son. 

 The film’s two protagonists meet when Eddie, frantically running away from 

home, flags Rana’s car down for a ride and asks her to take him to a city a little over an 

hour north of Tehran. For a large sum, Rana agrees and begins driving Eddie. On the 

course of their drive, Rana misgenders Eddie as a woman initially. When he tells her that 

he is trans, she becomes incredibly disturbed. The interaction escalates and out of shock, 

Rana hits Eddie, forcing him to get out of the car. As Rana is driving away, her car is hit 

by a truck, and she is hurt and knocked unconscious. Eddie takes her to the hospital 

where she recovers from minor injuries. Rana is both moved by Eddie’s actions to get her 

care after the accident and overcome with guilt at her earlier abandonment of him.  

 As she negotiates her own confusion regarding his trans-ness, the two begin a 

friendship. Rana offers sanctuary in her home to Eddie as he decides his next move to 

evade his father. Throughout his stay at her home, the two form a close bond. The film 

does a great deal of work throughout to make visible the social stigma faced by gender 

variant people, transforming stigma from an unspoken internally negotiated dilemma to 

one with which others in society must engage. The scene when Rana realizes “what” 

Eddie is and forces him out of her car functions as a moment for most of the audience to 



 

212 
 

 

presumably put on Rana’s shoes and confront their attachment of disgrace to Eddie’s 

trans-ness. Thus it is also a dramatic moment that initiates the film’s larger interrogation 

of the validity of such a stigma. In later conversations with Rana, Eddie talks about being 

stigmatized, using the word angosht-nama, literally meaning “marked.” Thus the central 

question of the film is not, “how should trans people interact with the law to achieve 

rights,” but rather “why do we, society at large, mark gender variant people as disgraceful 

and shameful? Is such a marking ethical?”  

In an interview on the occasion of the film’s release in France, Azarbayjani 

discussed the ways in which the film was received by audience members in Iran who 

were of the same religious background as Rana. Most had never given much thought to 

the trans community but displayed an openness to thinking more about the hardships they 

faced.23 In asking this broader question about being angosht-nama or stigmatized, then, 

the film goes beyond legal recognition and imagines the transformation of social attitudes 

around sexualized and gendered shame broadly. 

 In the character of Rana, on the other hand, the film explores a different gendered 

struggle, one that is also classed. In developing her storyline, the film illustrates what it 

means to be a working-class woman pushed into precarious structures of informal labor 

in Iran. Rana hides the fact that she works as an informal cab driver from her mother-in-

law. For her, working as a mosaferkesh crosses a gendered boundary, as it is an 

uncommon job for women. It also crosses a boundary of propriety for her as a pious 

woman. Yet it is nonetheless something she is forced to do as a form of economic 

survival despite her mother-in-law’s certain disapproval if she found out.  

                                                
 23 Negar Azarbayjani, interview by Ciné Crevette, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aoqC8WCjQU8, May 12, 2015. 
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Rana is in a precarious position similar to the informal women workers discussed 

in Chapter 1, unable to find a more stable and better-paying formal sector job yet needing 

to provide for her family as a female head of household. She has limited options to 

support herself in an economy strained by both international isolation and domestic 

inequality. Her friendship with Eddie comes as she feels increasingly more lonely, 

partially an effect of the neoliberal logics of isolation and atomization resulting from 

regimes of informal labor, similar to the home-based workers whose conditions I 

explored in Chapter 1. Her husband has gotten caught in a broken carceral system that 

punishes working-class people for the act of trying to survive. When Eddie realizes that 

Rana works as a mosaferkesh, she is surprised, saying, “You are no saint, yourself,” 

referring to how she hides from her family the fact that she works as an informal cab 

driver. In Eddie’s view, Rana’s pious appearance as well as her being a woman are both 

unconventional for a mosaferkesh. She works as a mosaferkesh to mitigate the insecurity 

and instability she faces as a result of intersecting forces of gender ideology, class, and 

neoliberal informal economies. 

 In their talk, Raha members spoke of a variety of kinship structures and a variety 

of political sites related to sexuality that expand beyond both gay rights frameworks in 

the West and trans rights frameworks in Iran. Rana, as a single parent now and head of 

her household, is living in a kinship structure outside of the dominant nuclear family and 

gendered division of labor. She is forced into the position of breadwinner and her son’s 

primary caregiver, yet societies across the world, including the United States, do not 

economically support such a kinship structure. When Raha members called for a politics 

of sexuality that could radically reorganize and collectivize care, they are in part speaking 
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to the predicament of single mothers like Rana, who live in kinship structures that states 

and economies disavow, given that current economic systems are often still designed 

with the heterosexual nuclear family in mind, privatizing care to the heterosexual couple. 

Rana is forced into the informal economy to support herself and her son, while her 

husband is in prison due to a criminal justice system that penalizes the poor. Through her 

character, the film performs a class analysis by showing that her precarity is produced as 

a result of her position vis-à-vis interlocking gender and class relations. 

 In developing Rana and Eddie’s friendship, the film also makes a case for 

building solidarities between trans activism and women’s rights, two spheres in Iran that 

have not interacted. In this way, it also gestures to the broad intertwined solidarities 

across gender and sexual justice that members of the Raha Iranian Feminist Collective 

called for in their “politics of sexuality,” with which I opened this chapter. The film links 

gender and sexual justice by illustrating an emergent solidarity between a working-class 

cis woman and a trans man who is marginalized in society because of stigma in relation 

to his gender variance. These solidarities are also indicated by the title of the film, Facing 

Mirrors. To face mirrors is also to look at someone and learn something about yourself. 

In facing Eddie, Rana faces her own learning of stigma against trans people and her 

eventual relinquishment of this view in honor of the bond she feels with Eddie.  

Yet Eddie, too, sees an ally in Rana, who is disrupting proper codes of femininity 

by working outside the home as a mosaferkesh. He also sees the fact that Rana’s survival 

depends on obtaining income through informal labor. Eddie’s survival depends on 

evading abuse and violence and living in the gender he wants to live in. Both Rana and 

Eddie are thus in some way destabilizing gendered codes of femininity. Their friendship 
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performs solidarities across gender and sexual justice that have yet to be realized in the 

women’s movement and in trans activism in Iran. For example, when Rana goes to plead 

with Eddie’s father and brother not to force a husband on Eddie, Rana asks the brother a 

hypothetical question: what would he do if his father forced a husband on him? In asking 

this question, Rana both challenges the patriarchal idea that fathers can force husbands on 

their daughters, at the same time that she challenges the father’s transphobia. Thus, 

patriarchy and transphobia are tackled as part of a shared project. 

 Therefore, as I argued in the opening pages of this chapter, many of the diverse 

interconnected sites within Raha’s politics of sexuality can be analyzed in Facing 

Mirrors. These include “the organization of family and childcare” (Rana’s double 

economic burdens to provide for and care for her son), “violence against the sexually 

marginalized” (Eddie’s position), and being a single head of household, (Rana’s effective 

position, as her husband is in jail). While in their talk, Raha members also mentioned “the 

sexuality of children” as another site within the politics of sexuality, the film tackles 

gender variance in children through the character of Rana’s three- or four-year-old son 

Ali. In one scene, Ali cheerfully appears from his mother’s room wearing one of her 

headscarves as a hijab and donning her purse. Rana is disgusted by this act and 

immediately scolds him to tears in the presence of Eddie.24 Yet Ali’s lack of inhibitions 

around gender performance as well as his easy acceptance of Eddie represents our own 

unlearning, through the eyes of a child, of gender normativity. Thus, the film tackles the 

                                                
 24 Some scholars, including Najmabadi, have talked about the at times greater stigma that 
mtf trans persons face in Iran relative to those who are ftm. A similar logic is at work in Western 
contexts. Men’s transgressing a line of femininity has a particularly shameful valence. The film 
tackles this issue through Rana’s relationship to her son. See Afsaneh Najmabadi, “Transing and 
Transpassing across Sex-Gender Walls in Iran,” Women’s Studies Quarterly 36, no. 3/4 (2008): 
31.                                                      
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subject of gender variance in children, specifically a son’s effeminacy that carries a 

particularly shameful connotation in Iran as in many societies including those in the 

West.   

 Yet Ali is also represented as someone who, owing to his very young age, has not 

yet learned to police gender. He is the only character in the film who does not misgender 

Eddie. When Eddie first sets foot into Rana’s home, Ali compliments the baseball cap 

that Eddie is wearing. Eddie takes the cap off and puts it on him, to which Ali responds, 

“Thanks, Uncle.” Though he is immediately disciplined by Rana to call Eddie “aunt,” the 

scene exposes what it is like for Ali to relate to gender without the socially learned 

baggage of policing bodies and behaviors, and without the marking of individuals. Yet 

after being corrected by his mother and in calling Eddie—who looks like a man—aunt, 

Ali becomes the only character in the film to truly experience gender instability without 

questioning it. Uncle Eddie goes to being Aunt Eddie in seconds, yet Aunt Eddie still 

seems to be a man. Ali is exposed to the contradiction that perhaps aunts can be men. But 

this contradiction does not faze him as he plays soccer with Eddie outside, while Rana 

looks on from behind the window smiling. Further, through her friendship with Eddie, 

Rana’s feelings change in relation to her son’s gender-playing. Indeed by the end of the 

film, when Rana is asked by Eddie’s brother what she would do if her son was trans, she 

has transformed from her initial disgust at Ali’s gender-playing. She responds that though 

it might break her, she would ultimately support him. 

Facing Mirrors and the Politics of Desire 

 Thus far, I have analyzed Facing Mirrors through Raha’s broad “politics of 

sexuality.” I have shown that the film brings trans issues together with other issues more 
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traditionally understood as gender politics. I have argued that it shows working-class 

women’s economic precarity as a product of patriarchal capitalist gender relations. My 

analysis thus far has also held that the film represents linkages between a host of issues 

that are produced in resistance to normative gender relations, including non-normative 

kinship structures such as female-headed households, care work, children’s gender 

variance, and violence against the gender non-normative.  

 As I show below, the film also illustrates the entanglement of gender and 

sexuality, and by doing so resists Iranian law’s demarcations between gender identity and 

sexual desire. Again, the law regulates distinctions between the category of the trans, an 

acceptable identity according to the law, and other categories denoting unacceptable 

sexualities, chiefly same-sex practices and to a lesser extent, non-binary gender 

expressions. Under this schema, trans people are ostensibly permitted to be desiring 

subjects and to have objects of love the same way that cis people have objects of love. 

Yet Facing Mirrors shows that, despite the law, Eddie’s desire is still pathologized. In 

spite of the prohibitions that would prevent a filmmaker in Iran from depicting same-sex 

desire, Facing Mirrors manages to leave the topic of non-normative desire and sexual 

love open. In one important scene, Eddie enters Rana’s bedroom and passes a picture of 

Rana and her husband on their wedding day to sit next to Rana at the foot of her bed. 

Regarding her husband, he asks, “You’re madly in love with him, aren’t you? What’s it 

like being in love with someone?” Rana responds, “You’ve never been in love?” She 

talks about the deep love she and her husband share. Eddie then responds with his own 

longings for such a love: 

If I say something, would you believe me? I really wish I were in your 
shoes. I’m serious. If only I could be in love with someone and tell them, 
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without being hated, cursed, or causing shame. My wish is that I could 
stay here, in my own country. That I could live with the person I love. 
Even if there were prison bars between us. But as it is, I can’t even count 
on my father and brother’s love. 

 
Here, in treading the waters of desire, attraction, and erotic love, the film is not only 

questioning the shame attached to Eddie’s non-normative gender identity but also 

bringing to light the pain he faces in having his desires deemed as cursable.  

Eddie’s words, “If only I could be in love with someone, without being hated” 

could just as easily be spoken by someone else in relation to same-sex desire. To be in 

Rana’s shoes is to love another without bringing shame. This is a place that has thus far 

been unavailable to Eddie. In broaching the topic, the film is not only representing trans 

people as desiring subjects who deserve to be treated like others in society. It is also 

broaching the topic of non-normative desire generally as something that can be discussed 

and engaged with and something around which dominant assumptions can change. The 

bedroom, as a setting for the scene, invokes an intimacy that makes Eddie’s feelings of 

unrequited love come even sharper into focus. Though the film is ambivalent about 

whether Eddie has an unrequited love for Rana, his longing for a lover who perhaps 

might share Rana’s qualities of kindness and sincerity is palpable in this scene. The film 

never sanctions transsexuality as an available option for people with same-sex desires, a 

reactionary view that is unfortunately enabled by the legal parsings in Iran. On the 

contrary, in this scene, pursuing romantic or erotic love is dangerous for Eddie, as a trans 

man.    

 This scene therefore offers a critique of society’s stigmatization of non-normative 

desire. Eddie, in his longing for love and fulfilled sexual attraction, also represents the 

variety of people that laws on transsexuality and homosexuality in Iran have deemed 
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“not-normal,” including gays and lesbians whose desires are also shunned and 

pathologized. Thus, the film cannot talk about trans without also talking about queer 

desire. Desire takes its place among the host of issues seen in the film that seem 

unconnected at first, but on closer inspection are all effects of the dominant system of 

gender and sexual relations, including women’s informal work, gendered care-work, non-

normative kinship structures, children’s gender variance, and violence against the gender 

non-normative and sexually marginalized. In linking these sites as sites where gender and 

sexuality do work, Facing Mirrors allows us to add to the Raha Iranian Feminist 

Collective's call for a broad “politics of sexuality.” In wading into a critique of the 

politics of desire, there is also a greater opening to push our critique further and challenge 

the law’s legal parsings between trans and homosexual. In albeit subtle ways then, the 

film does not perform Iranian law’s drawing of a line between the acceptable transsexual 

and the unacceptable homosexual. Rather, it spurs a discussion around the validity of 

stigma to begin with for those whom society has deemed not normal in relation to 

dominant ideas of gender and desire. It asks of its audience, why do we stigmatize certain 

ideas of gender and sexuality at all? Can we change attitudes regarding this? By starting 

with these questions, the film makes it possible to engage a broader discussion about 

social attitudes which pathologize both trans-ness and same-sex desire, attitudes which of 

course are highly intertwined. The similar texture of stigma that is accorded to gender 

variance and same-sex desire can become a starting point for intimate solidarities and 

linkages to affirm sexual and gender diversity broadly. By having Rana and Eddie face 

one another, we imagine broader political solidarities in action amidst a field of complex 

gender relations. 
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 In analyzing Facing Mirrors through Raha members’ “politics of sexuality,” I 

have shown that the film inspires linkages between different political sites of resistance. 

It challenges the residual effects of a larger system of normative gender and sexual 

relations, including childcare, women’s informal work, single mothers’ social and 

economic burdens, violence against the gender variant, and non-normative desire. 

Reading Facing Mirrors through a politics of sexuality therefore necessitates an 

encounter with interlinked struggles under hetero-patriarchal capitalism. Azarbayjani 

deftly weaves a class analysis with a critique of normative gender relations and social 

stigma against the gender-variant. Her treatment of these complex issues mirrors the 

dynamism and interconnectedness of Raha's’ broad politics of sexuality. 

A “Politics of Sexuality” Amidst a Charged Neocolonial Context 

 A film such as Facing Mirrors is produced out of the specific context of trans 

rights and activism that has emerged in Iran over the last several decades. And yet a 

politics of sexuality in Iran must also engage with a charged field in which the U.S. 

government (and Israel) cynically uses LGBT rights to advance their interests in the 

Middle East with little regard for people in the region who are actually struggling for 

sexual and gender diversity. In their 2013 talk, Raha members argued, “U.S. LGBT rights 

discourse has become enmeshed with a U.S. global neocolonial project,” particularly in 

the Middle East, and that it is thus challenging to carve a “political space to articulate 

positions on Iran without them becoming fodder for anti-Iranian rhetoric.”25 In a region in 

which discussions of LGBT rights either fall into narrow notions of identity politics on 

the one hand or apologies for states that codify reactionary sexual and gender mentalities 

                                                
 25 Raha Iranian Feminist Collective, “A Politics of Sexuality.” 
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on the other, individuals and groups work to offer their own politics of sexuality as a 

powerful alternative outside this dichotomy.  The struggles of the sexually marginalized 

must be contextualized within intersecting forces that they face both domestically and 

geopolitically, including the forces of imperialism. 

 At times, however, critiques of these global polarities and neocolonial power 

relations disavow the need for an alternative politics of sexuality to current models 

altogether. Some postcolonial theorists of sexuality have argued that LGBT identity 

politics in Muslim majority countries is solely a harmful import from the West. I critique 

this logic for a number of reasons. First, I argue that such accounts ignore trans identity in 

Iran. Joseph Massad, for example, argues that people in the Arab countries and Iran do 

not think of their sexual acts as a “sexual identity” whether gay or straight, but simply as 

acts and practices. Gay identity politics therefore does not work, forces people to expose 

themselves to violence by choosing a gay identity, and is thus a form of “cultural 

imperialism,” a phrase invoked by by Talal Assad in his celebratory review of Massad’s 

book Desiring Arabs.26 Yet it is increasingly necessary, though difficult, to theorize 

alternatives for a politics of sexuality in this polarized neocolonial context. Massad is 

right that a critique of liberal gay identity politics is needed, as such a model has also not 

truly liberated most LGBT people in the West either, particularly working-class queer 

people and queer people of color. Yet there is a logical inconsistency in his particular 

critique, which becomes clear when seen in light of trans recognition in Iran. Part of the 

flaw lies in his programmatic distinction between identities and acts. As I show below, 

the Iranian case, given the jurisprudential history of transsexuality in the country, makes 

                                                
 26 see back cover of Joseph Massad, Desiring Arabs (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2007). 
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this inconsistency even more clear. Massad argues that international gay rights 

organizations transform the “methodologically and sociologically marginal figure of the 

‘deviant’ (itself a European invention) into the ‘homosexual’ (mithli [a recent non-

derogatory Arabic term]) and then posit[s] the existence of homosexuality as a 

communitarian societal group category.”27  

Yet identity is not only a matter of self-cognition. It is also a process outside of 

one’s control by a person or power that does the identifying. In other words, Iranian 

medical practitioners, psycho-sexologists, and criminologists throughout the twentieth 

century that expanded upon Western discourses of the deviant or pervert, identified those 

persons based on their acts as essentially non-normative sexual beings. This process of 

identifying people produced the abject identity of the “deviant,” a label that was assigned 

to actual individuals outcast to the margins of society, not just a mere term to invoke a 

mythic figure. This process of identification and categorization, partially though not 

exclusively through Western modernist discourses, produced an abject identity, much like 

the case in Europe. The process of pinning sexuality into identities thus did not begin 

with missionary international LGBT rights groups but was already well under way during 

the advent of early modern Western colonialism.28 It is true that sexuality in colonized 

societies was not always understood in terms of an identity, but the abject identity of the 

deviant homosexual did come about in many colonized societies, from whatever 
                                                
 27 Massad, Desiring Arabs, 416.  
 28 Massad uses “Gay Internationalist” as a wide umbrella term for LGBT compulsory 
Westernizers. Apparently, internationalism means for Massad that all these diverse groups are 
subscribing to a “Leninist strategy!” This misleading and inaccurate use of both Leninism and 
internationalism obscures the ways in which internationalism is strategy with decidedly Marxist 
and Third World socialist roots. See: Joseph Massad, interview by Ernesto Pagano, Reset DOC, 
http://www.resetdoc.org/story/the-west-and-the-orientalism-of-sexuality/, December 14, 
2009. 
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combination of Western imperial discourses and indigenous epistemologies, and it is 

already a marginalized identity that people with same-sex desiring practices get 

interpolated into, regardless of their choice to conceive of their sexuality as an identity, 

set of practices, or something else altogether. The sexually marginalized and gender 

variant were never given a choice to dis-identify from abjection.  

 In Iran, the law’s construction of a trans identity, whether intentionally or not, 

already provides a framework of gender and sexual identity, visibility, and recognition. 

The response of the Islamic Republic to sanction “transsexual” identity—that is the legal 

certification of an individual as a trans individual—also came about in response to trans 

people’s interventions in the state. The construction of identity as a pure Western form 

does not hold in Iran. For example, some argue that gay identity politics pushes Islamists 

to enforce previously unenforced laws against homosexuals and create new laws to 

repress them.29 Critics have argued that this position can fall into a form of victim 

blaming—blaming people for their own repression.30  Beyond this, however, we can see 

the failure of this argument in light of the fact that Iranians who claimed trans identity 

and who fought for visibility and recognition actually were successful in getting the new 

state to grant them legal status. Trans people identifying as trans did not push the Islamist 

state to repress those who became visible as trans. Rather, it pushed the state to legally 

tolerate trans people and create a process for people in that identity to live their lives so 

                                                
 29 Massad argues “The expansion of discourse about deviance was not an independent 
phenomenon but emerged in response to the crusading efforts of the Gay International and 
Western human rights groups who adopted a Gay Internationalist agenda.” See Massad, Desiring 
Arabs, 246.  
 30 For an excellent critique of Massad which addresses the contradictions of victim-
blaming, see S. Taha, “Joseph Massad: An Occidentalism’s Other Subjects/Victims,” Arab Leftist 
(2013), http://arableftist.blogspot.com/2013/04/joseph-‐massad-‐occidentalists-‐
other_21.html. 
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long as they subscribed to a medical model of transsexuality. Some might argue that trans 

identity is permissible in Iran because gender variance is not necessarily subject to the 

same mode of unspokenness as sexual practices in Muslim societies. Yet, despite Iranian 

shi’i jurists’ expert readings that tolerate trans-ness, such expert readings have not 

pervaded social attitudes, which unfortunately, as Facing Mirrors shows, still widely 

pathologize and stigmatize gender variance. Regardless, the Islamist sanctioning of trans 

identity in Iran has affected the process by which same-sex desiring Iranians also come to 

debate broader discourses around sexual and gender non-normativity.31  

Thus, the problem is not “identity” or recognition per se but rather a narrow, 

inorganic application of identity politics untethered from people’s material conditions. I 

argue that a “politics of sexuality” does not necessarily exclude the concept of identity, 

yet such a politics derives its power and insurgency from its ability to address systemic 

social, economic, and geopolitical power. As Raha members put it, such a politics seeks 

to transform the “conditions of the marginality of [the sexually marginalized] themselves 

and of others” wholesale, rather than simply integrate and recognize some marginalized 

people in a system that remains deeply unequal for most others. 

                                                
 31 I agree with Najmabadi and Massad when they converge in the belief that much of the 
international attention on sexual and gender non-normative people in Iran and the Arab countries 
can have a harmful impact upon the sexually marginalized. For Najamabdi, the increasing global 
publicity through documentaries and international media reports on Iranian transsexuality made 
trans people feel that “they had no control over a production’s narrative, its dissemination, or the 
effects possible politicization of their cause internationally might produce in the politically 
volatile atmosphere in Iran. There was a deep tension verging on hostility within the larger 
trans/gay/lesbian community on these issues.” Thus, these communities in Iran articulate a need 
to exercise autonomy and delicacy in pushing forward their issues and demands and pursuing the 
gradual work of changing social and cultural norms. When international groups speak for them 
without any regard for the violent consequences their words can have, it chips away at their own 
agency and control over their own activism, (such control is already being eroded by the state 
itself). See Najmabadi, Professing Selves, 12. 
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 There can be no non-porous, hermetically sealed, authentic Iranian politics of 

sexuality. As I argued in Chapter 2 on the transnational travels of Omar Khayyam and 

Black Feminism, we live in a world where ideas travel across borders as do people, 

commodities, and even popular resistance movements. While the disparities in power 

relations impact the conditions of their circulation, the fact that ideas circulate cannot be 

ignored or wished away. Ideas are not just static, dead objects that impose their will on 

others as they travel, but rather they transform contexts while contexts transform them.  

 Sexual identities too are subject to these systems of circulation. On the occasion 

of the screening of Facing Mirrors at San Francisco’s Frameline Film Festival in 2012, 

producer Fereshteh Taerpour noted that the film’s screening there was indeed an unlikely 

exchange between “Islamic Iran” and what for her was a “very important” LGBT film 

festival.32 The fact that she and Azarbayjani were received in an official capacity at 

LGBT film festivals internationally shows the ways in which cultural workers are always 

pushing the boundaries of acceptable discourse in their respective societies.  

In 1956, Forough Farrokhzad, one of Iran’s esteemed poets, published her poem “Sin.” 

This piece is a struggle to affirm and celebrate female sexuality and desire despite the 

fact that it was regarded as shameful and sinful to do so within dominant attitudes. In 

writing such a piece, the poet dared to write and name a politics of desire that refused the 

structures of stigma. Cultural workers and others in the contemporary moment who name 

a politics of queer desire also follow in Farrokhzad’s footsteps. Discourses of LGBT 

rights do not remain external to a society simply because they may have emerged in the 

West. I show below with the translation of a queer Federico Garcia Lorca in Iran, for 

                                                
 32 Fereshteh Taerpour, interview by Des Buford, Frameline, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6z0V-ykAH-4, June 18, 2012. 
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example, that these ideas rather create lives of their own as they travel, and people who 

engage with them redefine these forms of identification and existence in connection to 

building their own politics of gender and sexuality. Such a politics both addresses their 

day-to-day needs of security and safety as well as their long-term hopes for a future, 

however distant, where stigma is no longer a reality. 

 Facing Mirrors is one example of a cultural text in Iran that moves toward a more 

powerful politics of sexuality and which has expanded debates regarding sexual and 

gender diversity. Iranians in the post-revolutionary period have also intervened in these 

debates to build an alternative politics of sexuality. Nikki and Haleh, for example, whose 

experience as student activists I discussed in Chapter 3, had participated in a space called 

Kaf (floor, bottom) that was part art space, part political study group, and part 

autonomous social collective. The collective was one of their fondest memories of 

organizing, where they held lectures, study groups, film screenings, and art shows. It was 

transformative for the participants of Kaf to carve a creative corner for themselves to 

simply think about sexual politics organically with one another, whether through film, 

political debate, or another medium.  

Nikki asked, is queer theory only relevant or legible to a particular “strata of 

alternative thinkers (degar-andish)?” In asking this question, she was reflecting on the 

ways in which the members of Kaf wanted to open up conversation and debate around 

same-sex desire and gender diversity, yet in a way that made it feel seamless to their 

other political demands around labor, public education, students’ political autonomy, and 

women’s equality. The space facilitated the coming together of cultural and intellectual 

workers to think through the politics of sexuality in relation to these other social debates. 
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Others also discussed the issue of sexual and gender diversity as a matter that needed to 

be enfolded into a larger collective politics. For example, when I spoke with former One 

Million Signatures Campaigners about the translation of intersectionality in Iran, they 

discussed the irony that many of the authors they were translating were lesbians, yet 

publishing work in Iran discussing lesbianism would risk the boundaries of public 

discourse and censorship too highly. Yet feminists in Iran who were influenced by 

Combahee and other lesbian and queer black women radicals recognized that the black 

women authors they were translating had named a politics of desire through their very 

identification as lesbian. Activists and cultural workers such as those which convened 

Kaf and who seek such alternative artistic and cultural spaces are cognizant of the need to 

intersect their politics of collective liberation with the individual’s desire for self-

fashioning and affirmation of non-normative forms of desire and love. These 

communities are aware that queer or sexual politics go beyond sexuality to encompass all 

forms of collective and individual struggle against hegemonic systems and ideologies. 

Reimagining Desire as Political: Iran’s Lorca as a Queer Communist 

 A politics of sexuality, if it wants to address systemic conditions, thus must also 

be grounded in a materialist analysis. Atousa, the exiled student leftist whose work I 

discussed in Chapter 3 and who had helped found workers’ support councils at the 

universities, believed in the need to theorize sexual and gender diversity “using a Marxist 

methodology.” She argued, “I can’t think of how the socialist revolution that I talk so 

much of can move forward without the issue” of sexuality. In calling for a Marxist or 

materialist methodology to analyze gender and sexual relations, she too called for a more 

fundamental politics of sexuality. If revolutionary socialism seeks to transform and 
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collectivize social production, and, among materialist feminist accounts, transform and 

collectivize social reproduction, just what kind of socialism is compatible with just what 

kind of sexual politics? In Hossein Makizadeh’s 2013 Persian translation of Harold 

Norse’s 1977 poem “We Bumped Off Your Friend the Poet,” a politics of desire is 

intimately linked with an insurgent socialist project. The poem performs a queer reading 

of the Spanish playwright Federico Garcia Lorca, and attaches queerness to revolutionary 

left discourses, an unconventional pairing that is neither dominant in global LGBT rights 

frames nor among the left. In these ways, the poem offers an atypical narrative of 

queerness. Yet exploring this intersection between queerness and the ways in which 

Lorca himself has been translated in Iran historically can allow us to further build on 

Raha’s politics of sexuality as a politics concerned with the fundamental transformation 

of material conditions, as opposed to inclusion within the current structure.  

 Lorca is not a new figure in Iran. In fact, the poet Ahmad Shamlou named Lorca 

as one of his major literary influences and translated a great deal of his work into 

Persian.33 Makizadeh’s choice to translate this particular poem by Harold Norse must be 

contextualized in the broader historical fluency among a segment of Iranians in relation 

to the works of Federico Garcia Lorca. This retelling of Lorca in Iran, then, does not 

simply come from nowhere as an irrelevant import from the West, but rather enters into a 

palimpsest of interpretation surrounding the poet. Makizadeh’s engagement with the 

works of Harold Norse, himself a gay poet at the heart of mid-century social and political 

debates in the United States, and Norse’s engagement in turn with the legacy of Lorca, 

creates yet another moving constellation of knowledge and political thought. While 
                                                
 33 Sadeq Saba, “Obituary: Ahmad Shamlu, Towering Figure of Iranian Poetry and an 
Intellectual Symbol of the Fight against Oppression in his Country,” The Guardian (2000), 
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2000/jul/28/guardianobituaries.books. 
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Shamlou’s translations are not the only translations of Lorca’s poetry into Persian, they 

are the most famous and popular, and the most attuned to constructing Lorca as a symbol 

of resistance, an engaged social critic, perhaps even a martyr. 

 Shamlou’s translation of Lorca was inspired by the growing tide of revolutionary 

fervor in Pahlavi-era Iran. His interpretation of the Spanish poet coheres within 

Shamlou’s own Marxist frameworks of revolutionary resistance to oppression. Jeiran 

Moghaddam argues that because of Shamlou’s translation of Lorca, the “accepted” Lorca 

in Iran is thus “a revolutionist who meets a painful death” while heroically opposing 

Fascism.34 Shamlou re-interpreted and re-created Lorca with attention to popular politics 

in Iran at a particular moment. He made Lorca’s poems popular in Iran as a poetry of 

resistance. I am not concerned with the authenticity of this narrative of Lorca, but rather 

with what it does and what it means for Iranians, including in the present moment.  

Hamid Dabashi claims, “Through Shamlou, Lorca was brought home to Iranians, 

who were thereby transported into a Spanish and Latin American emotive universe that 

categorically changed what it meant to be Iranian (and an Iranian poet). Lorca’s erotic 

politics and lyrical materialism were so thoroughly at home in Iran that, at times, the 

border between Shamlou’s and Lorca’s work entirely disappeared.”35 The coming 

together of these disparate poetic traditions thus underwrote left internationalist 

solidarities at the time through dynamic cultural work. Makizadeh’s Lorca in 2013 came 

onto this particular scene of Iranian literary culture.  

                                                
 34 Jeiran Moghaddam, “A Study of Ahmad Shamlou’s Translation of Federico García 
Lorca’s Poems in Iran from the Viewpoint of Descriptive Translation Studies and Cultural Turn,” 
Translation Studies Quarterly 14, no. 54 (2016). 
 35 Hamid Dabashi, Iran Without Borders: Towards a Critique of the Postcolonial Nation 
(New York: Verso, 2016), 94. 



 

230 
 

 

  In November 2013, Rahman, a friend of mine in Iran, circulated Makizadeh’s 

translation on Facebook.”36 I had been introduced to Rahman through Farhad, a gay 

Iranian asylee in Turkey who I had met during a trip to Turkey earlier that year. Rahman 

and a number of other friends had circulated the poem on Facebook in memory of Kian 

Fakoori, a young gay man who was murdered in Iran that month. In their posts, loved 

ones mourned Fakoori’s death. They then included Norse’s poem in Persian, which tells 

the story of the assassination of Lorca at the hands of the Fascist Franco dictatorship in 

1936. The poem is written from the perspective of the assassin after he has killed Lorca. 

The assassin charges, “Because he was a poet / was he better than anyone else?” His 

subsequent denunciations betray his own anxieties at the threat that a poet such as Lorca 

represented for the Fascist project: 

The black assassination squads 
kept busy liquidating professors 
doctors lawyers students 
like the good old days of the Inquisition! 
General Queipo de Llano 
had a favorite phrase 
“Give him coffee, give him plenty of coffee!” 
So we took him out in the hills and shot him 
I’d like to know what’s wrong with that 
He was queer with Leftist leanings 
Didn’t he say 
I don’t believe in political frontiers? 
Didn’t he say 
The capture of Granada in 1492 
by Ferdinand and Isabella 
was a disastrous event? 
Didn’t he call Granada a wasteland 
peopled by the worst bourgeoisie in Spain? 
a queer Communist poet! 

 

                                                
 36 Makizadeh’s translation appears in Namomken: Adabiyat, Naghd, Falsafeh, no. 2, 
Spring 1394 [2013]. For Norse’s 1977 poem in the original English, see 
http://haroldnorse.com/2424. 
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This retelling of Lorca adds to the Iranian narratives that depict him as a revolutionary 

but radically names him as a queer poet. The poem dares to name queerness as part of the 

myriad political reasons that made Lorca a threat to the Fascist regime. It is only because 

he is legible in such a political way in Iranian cultural and intellectual history that 

Makizadeh makes the choice to show that a politics of queerness and desire is intertwined 

with the revolutionary struggles at the heart of these representations of Lorca.  

The translation of Norse’s poem, then, with attention to the way Lorca has been 

constructed in Iran, can gesture to a revolutionary politics of sexuality. Historians dispute 

the motives for Lorca’s assassination. Many have attributed it to his alleged support for 

leftist groups and the Popular Front, a 1930s anti-Fascist coalition that included the 

Communist Party of Spain, the Workers’ Party of Marxist Unification, and the 

Republican Left. Others have argued that hatred of his alleged homosexuality played a 

role in the assassination.37 In this Persian-language retelling, it is once again a particular 

representation of Lorca’s politics and an image of him as a revolutionary, much like the 

representations of him constructed by Shamlou, that Iranian readers encounter. Such a 

revolutionary politics causes anxiety for his assassin. The power of the poet’s words in 

lending support to struggles that could vanquish Franco’s brand of right-wing nationalism 

strikes fear into the heart of the regime.  

 While some historians and biographers have explored the homoeroticism in 

Lorca’s work and long argued that Lorca had love affairs with men, I posit that it likely 

did not matter for the queer readership of Makizadeh’s translation whether they could 

prove historically that he was in fact gay. His depiction as such in a poetic text addressed 
                                                
 37 Leslie Stanton’s biography discusses Lorca’s political history, as well as the 
homoeroticism of his literary work, including his relationships with other men. Leslie Stanton, 
Lorca: A Dream of Life (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 1998). 
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a deeply emotional need felt among many queer people to feel that they are not just 

people disconnected from history, and that people like them existed in past historical 

struggles. For some, these feelings become a political conviction that sexuality cannot be 

separated from a radical politics of liberation. Even Lorca’s theatrical works folded an 

engagement with social conditions into critiques of normative gender and sexuality. The 

protagonists of Lorca’s plays are often strong women caught in a patriarchal society.38 

Female sexuality is a deep theme of a number of his plays. These plays, along with many 

of his other works, also bear the imprint of the social climate in Spain, the changes in 

political thought and in society that would produce the deadly struggle between left and 

right forces in that country in the 1930s. 

  In Norse’s poem, battling the social hatred of same-sex desire is linked with the 

injustices of “political frontiers” and of society’s elite classes. It is also his vocation as a 

poet and the use of his craft in the service of radical ideas—such as the dissolution of 

political borders (an idea that is considered radical now, as much so in the 1930s)— that 

so scared the ruling elite under Franco. Lorca’s poetic politics, as represented in the 

poem, are also critiques of the ways industrial capitalism had disenfranchised the 

majority of Spaniards during this time. The poem also represents him as someone who 

condemned the imperialist history of European Christianity, particularly the 1492 

occupation of Granada after which violent Christian conversion of Jews and Muslims 

ensued, paving the way for the Christian colonial conquest of the Americas. One of the 

first events to arouse Lorca’s public denouncements of Spain’s turn to Fascism, along 

with much of the Spanish public, was an October 1934 uprising in Asturias in Northern 

Spain, where Spanish miners launched a full-scale strike and took political control of the 
                                                
 38 See Lorca’s plays Yerma, Blood Wedding, and The House of Bernarda Alba.  
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region.39 The miners’ strike led to 30,000 workers mobilizing to beat back the Fascist 

army. Lorca, in response to the Spanish army's subsequent terrible bloodshed in Asturias 

and the attacks on the workers’ rebellion, publicly denounced the attacks and called off 

the performances of his theater troupe La Barraca that season in protest.40 Norse’s poem 

alludes to these politics. 

 At the same time, however, those who circulated the poem in 2013 in 

commemoration of Kian Fakoori, who some loved ones identified as a gay man, found it 

deeply evocative in the way that it represented a queer person as a political agent. In 

using the poem to commemorate the murder of a gay man who dared to resist the stigma 

society attached to his sexuality, I argue that Kian’s loved ones likely did not believe that 

identity was a Western dead end. In a similar sense, the poem represents Lorca as a queer 

poet who affirmed his sexuality as a practice of self-love, while also enfolding such an 

affirmation into a broader collective politics.  

Further, part of the power of a Persian-language retelling of both a political and a 

queer Lorca is the way in which it exposes the contradictions of “the West” itself. The 

poem alludes to the fact that heteropatriarchy in the West is tied to the repression of 

movements and people which were critical of Europe’s perpetuation of capitalist and 

colonial social relations, as Norse’s Lorca is. The translation thus turns the gaze back 

onto Europe itself and its contradictions. The social and political systems that Lorca 

critiqued continue in different forms today. The poem’s narrative of Lorca’s assassination 

exposes homophobia, and by extension, heteropatriarchy as a logic that enabled the 

ascendancy of Fascism and right-wing capitalist and nation-building projects in Europe. 
                                                
 39 Leslie	  Stanton,	  Lorca:	  A	  Dream	  of	  Life	  (London:	  Bloomsbury	  Publishing,	  1998),	  
387. 
 40 Ibid., 389-390.  
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Makizadeh’s Persian translation was printed in a literary journal in Iran called 

Namomken, or “Impossible.” Its politics of desire spills out of the acceptable frames of 

possibility for the journal’s readers, just as much as it spills out of the dominant global 

LGBT rights narratives of our day. This representation of Lorca does not call for a 

politics in which the visibility of gay identity is the sole goal. Instead, it illustrates a more 

complicated politics that is not solely about identity and inclusion but about collective 

social transformation that reorders our relationship to society and demands a more 

fundamental reordering of social life.  

 As a commemorative gesture to honor Kian, the Iranian man who was killed in 

2013, invoking the figure of Lorca is therefore a very specific choice. It meant that 

mourners grieved the death of a gay Iranian by mourning the homophobic killing of a 

Westerner, one who is already fairly known in Iran as a symbol of resistance. Further, the 

translation turns to an internationalist left reframing of queer mourning rather than a 

Western liberal one. It constructs the figure of a queer communist, an unconventional 

figure for commemoration and uplift in mainstream LGBT rights discourses. In some 

ways, this left discourse too, like Kian and many of his loved ones themselves, has been 

outcast as fractured, irrelevant, and marginal to not only Iranian history, but also History 

as such. On the contrary, however, such a narrative allows us to consider queer people 

also as subjects which act within revolutionary and post-revolutionary dramas and 

struggles. It names the queer subject as political. The juxtaposition of lost loved ones, 

whether in Civil War-era Spain or in contemporary Tehran, is not any type of uncritical 

globalism. Rather, a double recognition, that both someone like Kian and someone like 

Lorca did live in this world and that their capacities for life-making and creativity were in 
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themselves practices to construct just societies, pushes us to believe in a transnational 

politics of collective social solidarity. In depicting Lorca as both a communist and a 

queer, the poem blurs those easy, longstanding lines all around us between sexuality and 

politics, and begins the articulation of a politics of desire. 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have argued that both the film Facing Mirrors and Makizadeh’s 

Persian-language retelling of Federico Garcia Lorca prompt a radical politics of sexuality. 

Via Raha’s theory whose framework I have used throughout this chapter, I have argued 

that a materialist analysis of Facing Mirrors allows us to see interlinked struggles of 

gender, sexual, and class justice. Raha’s “politics of sexuality” reveals linkages between 

diverse sites produced from dominant sexual and gender relations, and calls for a 

fundamental reordering of our relationship to sexuality, social reproduction, and gender 

and class relations broadly. For Norse's and Makizadeh’s Lorca, naming desire becomes 

yet another political act in a politics of sexuality that is consistent with an explicit 

revolutionary project. Ultimately, the stories of Rana, Eddie, and Lorca show that if we 

are going to upend class relations and relations of production in any sustainable way, we 

also must upend the regulation of sexuality and gender. This is ultimately how sexuality 

is political.
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Conclusion: 
The Future of Iranian Popular Resistance and Renewed Horizons of Empire 

 
Carry my message  
to the birds and kites  
that fly the skies of  
Kabul, Herat, Mazar, Kandahar 
 
Carry my message  
to the children  
who play in the alleys of  
Baghdad, Basra, Al-Anbar 
 
Carry my message  
to the mothers of Gaza 
who go to the streets to buy bread 
 
Carry my message to all the people of the Middle East 
who walk the streets of  
Tehran, Damascus, Beirut  
May they take refuge in the nearest shelter  
as quickly as they can 
 
They  
are the nearest targets 
of the missiles  
fired from each side  

Hafez Mousavi1 
 
 
When over this confused book with no beginning 
Your innocent eyes are drawn, 
You will see the rooted rebellion of years 
Has bloomed in the heart of every song 

Forough Farrokhzad, to her son Kamyar2 
 
  

I heard Hafez Mousavi’s poem in Ashkan’s voice in 2012, during dangerously 

heightened threats of war from Israel against Iran. Yet Ashkan, who was a former One 

Million Signatures Campaigner and a student activist who had been expelled from 
                                                
 1 Hafez Mousavi’s poem can be found here: http://sarehdastaran.blogfa.com/tag/ححااففظظ-
 .ییممووسسوو
 2 Forugh Farrokhzad, “A Poem for You,” in Another Birth and Other Poem, trans. Hasan 
Javadi and Susan Salleé (Washington D.C.: Mage Publishers, 2010), 15. [1957]  
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university, spoke this poem to also comment on the ways in which war and imperialism 

can so easily arrest and disrupt the dynamism of society, including grassroots popular 

resistance struggles. Such dynamic movements of popular resistance for social, 

economic, and political justice, are vulnerable to interruption by global and imperialist 

powers in their pursuit of war. As I write these words, the threat of U.S. or Israeli 

invasion is once again dangerously near the horizon. Donald Trump has unilaterally 

pulled out of the nuclear agreement signed in 2015 by the United States and four other 

global powers, once again setting the United States on the path to war. Lives hang in the 

balance. Not only that, but all of the changes that Iranians have made in their conditions 

in the last decades, as well as the resistance they continue to wage, including the changes 

in women’s conditions as well as the power that workers have been able to build in spite 

of state repression, are once again vulnerable to arrest and disruption by imperial time, 

indeed the U.S. timeline of war. In the diaspora, groups such as the New York-based 

Havaar Iranian Initiative Against Sanctions, War, and State Repression fight back against 

imperialist U.S. militarism. While they document and support the resistance movements 

in Iran, they display the words “Sanctions = Silent War” in Persian and English as the 

main background image on their Facebook page.3  

Dangerous geopolitical polarizations have forced people both in Iran and the 

diaspora to articulate similar positions. The Raha Iranian Feminist Collective, also based 

in New York, continues to work against the twin forces of militarism and patriarchy. 

Even as they document and support women’s struggles and other democratic movements 

in Iran, members of Raha claim that Americans’ “most important job here is to oppose 

                                                
3 Havaar Iranian Initiative Against War, Sanctions, and State Repression,  

https://www.facebook.com/HavaarForJustice/. 
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sanctions, war, and warmongering.”4  This is solidarity with Iranians’ democratic 

struggles. 

 To speak of Gaza, Tehran, Damascus, and Baghdad in one breath, as the 

contemporary poet Hafez Mousavi does, is to speak of peoples whose fates and struggles 

have been tied together because of the seemingly cyclic terrors and bloody games of 

militarism, war, and empire. The predicament of Palestinians, Iranians, Afghans, and 

Iraqis is the predicament of their region as it has been beset by the calamities of 

imperialism and its attendant response, internecine militarism and political instability. 

Ironically, underneath the poem’s bleak tenor and its scenes of destruction lay daily 

scenes of peace, joy, and survival, as well as the potential to see one’s life as intimately 

intertwined with those beyond the border. Which children in Basra can see the kites being 

flown in Herat or Kandahar? Which mothers in Gaza, on their daily walks for bread, can 

see those pacing the ground of Tehran and Damascus? In naming the Middle East, 

Mousavi speaks of a region that has witnessed intertwined histories of imperial 

aggression and instability. In quoting the poet, Ashkan also saw Iran as a part of its 

region, as opposed to the narrow nationalisms which have taken root among some sectors 

of the populace in Iran as in other neighboring countries. The speaker’s call, then, is to 

connect the ground on which people stand, and to fortify the bonds among those who 

walk the streets.  

 Why conclude this study, which has been about gender and grassroots politics 

inside Iran, with a view outwards towards the region and the globe? Throughout this 
                                                

4 Raha Iranian Feminist Collective,  
https://www.facebook.com/pg/RahaCollective/about/?ref=page_internal. Also see, “Politics of 
Solidarity, Politics of Sexuality, Beyond the Framework of Identity,” Paper presented at the 
CLAGS Homonationalism and Pinkwashing Conference, City University of New York, April 
2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=znrO5KhOtj0. 
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dissertation, I have argued that a segment of social activists in the post-revolutionary 

generation have been politicized through powerful linkages between feminist, labor and 

student organizing. They have challenged layered forces of state repression, U.S. 

imperialism, and Iran’s fragmented neoliberal project by building women’s leadership in 

the workplace, university, and on the street. In making the intersection between class and 

gender struggle visible, they have expanded debates on women’s rights in Iran beyond 

both western liberal and Islamic feminist frames.  

And yet, social movements in Iran are not simply internal to the nation-state, nor 

do they exist in a vacuum. I have also shown that many in the post-revolutionary 

generation have transformed and contributed to transnational traditions of radical political 

thought. Such transnationalism allows us to see that social movements also respond to 

regional and global events. The joint-struggle that Hafez Mousavi enacts through his 

poetry among ordinary Palestinians, Iranians, Afghans, and Lebanese is as important as 

ever. In 2014, the filmmaker Asghar Farhadi and the dissident lawyer and former 

political prisoner Nasrin Soutoudeh began a campaign in solidarity with Palestinians 

called “Stop Killing Your Fellow Beings,” during that year’s massacre by Israel in Gaza.5 

Among hundreds of pictures uploaded from around the world declaring solidarity with 

Palestinians, many Iranians wore green (the color of the 2009 Green Movement) as a 

symbol of their position in the Iranian popular resistance as they recognized and 

supported the Palestinian struggle. Shahnaz Karimbeigi, the mother of Mostafa 

Karimbeigi, a protester who was slain by Iranian security forces during the 2009 Green 

Movement protests, uploaded her photo, wearing a green headscarf and standing in front 

                                                
 5 https://www.facebook.com/Stopkillingyourfellowbeings/ 
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of a picture of her son as she demanded an end to Israel’s killing of Palestinians.6 Such a 

campaign by dissident Iranians is no small feat, given the ways in which the Iranian state 

seeks to monopolize Palestine solidarity discourse and uphold the government as the one 

true enemy of Israel and friend of Palestine in the region. While the state’s pro-Palestine 

line and policy has unfortunately led some Iranians to engage in narrow Iranian-

nationalist slogans that demand an end to state aid of Palestinians, Yemenis, and 

Lebanese, many other ordinary Iranians do stand in principled solidarity with other 

peoples in the region facing imperialism, even as they take part in popular protest in their 

own country.  

The 2014 “stop killing” Campaign powered by dissident Iranians was thus a 

teaching moment to radicalize people’s consciousness in struggle, to think beyond the 

polarity that the current states have fashioned. These enactments of joint-struggle must be 

remembered even now, when as of this writing, Gazans are again bravely protesting in 

the face of another massacre by Israeli forces during the 70th anniversary of the Nakba, 

or Catastrophe, in Palestine, which so far has claimed over a hundred lives since protests 

began on March 30th, known as Land Day. 

 It is sobering that people such as the loved ones who survive Mostafa 

Karimbeigi—a student who was murdered for daring to assert control over conditions in 

his society—can find the strength to look outward, too, and stand against war, militarism, 

and imperialism. Karimbeigi was among two hundred protesters who were killed during 

the massive 2009 uprising. Another of the protesters killed that year was Shabnam 

Sohrabi, a single mother in her 30s. Sohrabi, too, who had recently divorced, and who 

                                                
 6https://www.facebook.com/Stopkillingyourfellowbeings/photos/a.295742817265826.10
73741827.295740147266093/297600687080039/?type=3&theater  
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had to provide for her daughter under difficult economic conditions wrought by sanctions 

and domestic corruption, saw in these protests a chance to transform her conditions. She 

paid the ultimate price, yet her struggle survives her among the people that retell her 

story, as Sima retold it to me, and as people pick up where she left off. Sometime later, 

when I read Forough Farrokhzad’s 1957 poem to her son, Kamyar, “A Poem for You,” I 

was struck to have thought of Sohrabi when reading verses that were written over fifty 

years earlier. In the early 1950s, Farrokhzad had divorced her husband, an act frowned 

upon at that time also, and her husband had been granted full custody of their young son. 

The inability to see her son even on occasional visits hurt Farrokhzad deeply, and so she 

communicated to Kamyar through her poetry.7 She tells him of “this confused book with 

no beginning” that is her life’s work and passes down to him “the rooted rebellion of 

years” so that he will know her and say, “She was my mother.” Sohrabi, despite the many 

obstacles Iranian women face when initiating divorce, did live with and care for her 

daughter Negin. Yet the confused book and the rooted rebellion of years that Farrokhzad 

speaks of are now Negin’s to make sense of, live through, and act with.  

 And yet, Farrokhzad’s “confused book with no beginning” also resonates with the 

polarities and geopolitical volatility illustrated in Mousavi’s poem. What do we make of 

the confused book that documents struggle, violence, hope, war, and protest all in the 

crammed space of its pages? When popular uprisings are followed by escalating threats 

of war, why do we feel that these events are too close, confusing the book that popular 

movements have been trying to write? Yet even after Trump’s election and his threats to 

“tear up” the nuclear deal, popular protest continued in Iran almost as before. In 2017 and 

                                                
 7 Hasan Javadi and Susan Salleé, trans., Another Birth and Other Poem (Washington 
D.C.: Mage Publishers, 2010), viii-xi.  
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2018, workers’ actions escalated and the labor movement has grown to a level unseen 

under the Islamic Republic. In September, industrial workers at the Heavy Equipment 

Production Company and Azarab Industries protested four to six months of unpaid 

wages. They were not alone. Indeed strikes, work actions, and protests have taken place 

among nurses, mine workers, government workers, sugarcane workers, and public transit 

workers all within the past year.8 These workers are among the ordinary people in Iran 

who are anguished that the easing of sanctions in 2015 as a result of the nuclear deal have 

had little impact on their living conditions.  

In late December 2017, another nationwide protest wave swept Iran, the largest 

since 2009. Right-wing forces in the government which wanted to undermine the centrist 

President had called for economic protests, yet these protests quickly went beyond their 

control and were taken up by a whole host of diverse Iranians with varying political and 

economic demands. Workers, who had been escalating their actions across the country in 

the months leading up to the protests, gained more momentum as a result of this intra-

elite game. President Rouhani’s austerity budget, which threatened to cut subsidies for 

food and fuel, inspired more anger.  

As a result of these protests in December and January, the Majlis reversed the 

policy to cut subsidies. During the mobilizations, on January 2, 2018, the Councils of the 

National Student Union wrote an open letter to the Minister of Science, Research, and 

Technology, demanding the release of jailed student activists. They denounced the 

monetization and commodification of education, the privatization of academic services 

including dormitories, the inability of the government to address unemployment, and the 
                                                

8 “Spike in Labor Protests in Iran is Changing the Political Milieu,” Radio Zamaneh 
(2017), https://en.radiozamaneh.com/articles/spike-in-labor-protests-in-iran-is-changing-the-
political-milieu/. 
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cheapening of the workforce. Students spoke as part of “the countless voices of protest 

which have resounded around the issues of livelihood, high prices, and unemployment.”9 

By May, weeks before Trump pulled out of the nuclear deal, the city of Ahwaz alone 

witnessed steel workers and hospital staff walking off their jobs. Trump is no friend of 

these workers nor these students. His administration’s moves to impose the heaviest 

sanctions against Iran in history will place further burdens on them. These Iranians, now 

have to again contend with the renewed calls for military invasion and economic warfare, 

even as they continue their daily struggles for dignity within their own society. Yet they 

are not strangers to this dynamic. 

Such are the layered forces and polarities that not only situate Iran but the region 

broadly. In this study, I have emphasized that post-revolutionary popular struggles in Iran 

cannot be understood apart from regional and global shifts. The precarity that working 

people face, including women and young people, is just as much a result of international 

isolation and U.S. Empire as it is of the neoliberal policies and repressive practices of the 

Iranian government. Yet such regional and global shifts go both ways. The former One 

Million Signatures Campaigners who translated texts on intersectionality linked to the 

work of Black feminists in the United States. Students in Iran have taken inspiration from 

student movements in other parts of the world, as they become increasingly vocal about 

the privatization model for education that is being tested in their country. Those who 

engaged with the works of Federico Garcia Lorca and Harold Norse also took part in an 

internationalism from below.  

                                                
9  “Statement of the National Student Unions Councils to the Minister of Science, 

Research, and Technology,” https://www.majzooban.org/fa/index.php/2016-01-06-22-22-
54/17193-2018-01-02-06-33-11.  
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These rich cultural and political connections signal an alternative geography to 

both the violent geopolitics of empire and the opportunism of states. They are examples 

of the cross-border ethos that both Ashkan and the poet Hafez Mousavi sought to 

practice. On this once again renewed horizon of war and empire, people continue to 

contest their local conditions as they build joint-struggle across national boundaries. The 

stories of popular resistance will survive no matter the violent disruptions of global 

politics, imperialism, and regional instability. With no respect for the timeline of empire, 

these stories will be remembered, and they will be survived by others. They will breathe 

life into future episodes of struggle.  
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