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ELUDING THE FEMINIST,
OVERTHROWING THE
MODERN?

Transformations in twentieth-century Iran

Zohreh T, Sullivan

The first chapter in this collection showed the centrality of "moderwity” to both
anti-colonial and feminist movements; being modern aften enlfailed accephing
“Western' styles and values, notably a secular or non-religions way of life. Howeoer,
throughout the entire course of anti-colonial activism, alfernate strategies such as
pan-Arabism and the revival of Islam had developed. The reinvigoration of Islanic
community envisioned the rule of Muslim clerics and the imposition of Hreir
teachings throughout society. In this way the Western identity — either capitalist
or socialist — that had so shaped and, as many argued, oppressed colonized peoples
could be thrown off for @ more traditional, authentic one.

Islamic fundamentalism gained ground throughout North Africa and Hie Middle
East, and nowhere more so than in Iran, In 1979 Islam-inspired forces overthrew
the brutal and Western-allied government of the Pahlavi dynasty, which had conre
to power in the 1920s, and replaced it with a religious government. Under the rule
of the Ayatollah Khomeini, the restoration of strict gender order and the subordi-
nation of women became a touchstone for de-Westernization and tus the basis for
the restoration of true independence for Iranians. As Islamic fundamentalism spread
in North Africa and the Middle East, feminism became sees as traitorous, and sonte
women activisis fled for their lives.

Simultaneously, however, as gender segregation and women's seclusion were
restored, opportunities opened up for women. That is, if women were not supposed
to have contact with unrelated men, then entire categories of services had fo be
staffed by women. Thus, women's presence in education, social welfare, and
medicine, for example, became stronger. Nor did actizism die ouf, as this chapfer
suggests. Instead, women found new ways to make their claims and cven nsed old
omes, sometimes with dire consequences. This chapter looks af novel forms of
resistarice and feminism where feminism is outlowed. If proposes that people nist
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see that as oppression changes course, it is always opening up spaces for resistance.

T'Iu:ts Slm&ﬂ'.l'llfs of social movements like feminism should expect neither responses
easily identified as ‘feminist,’ nor consistent slogans and Programs over time.

* o oW
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*Everything is pregnant with its contrary.’
(Karl Marx)

The Shaykh Fazl Allah Nuri Expressway cuts through modern
Tehran. Five minutes away from the newly named Azadi (Freedom)
Square, it intersects with the Jalal al-Ahmad Highway that goes past
the Ali Shariati Hospital, the College of Commerce and Administrative
Sciences, and the College of Educational Sciences. Shaykh Fazl Allah Nuri
was the charismatic conservative cleric who positioned himself against
Western modernity and was, in 1909, publicly executed for opposing
the first Constitutional Revolution of 1906. ‘1 speak of being afflicted
with “westisis” the way I would speak of being afflicted with cholera,”
writes Jalal al-Ahmad in Westoxification (Gharbzadegi), his famous critique
of Pahlavi Iran’s mindless mimicry of Western modernity. Any post-
revolutionary Islamic government that chooses to name its expressways
after Nuri and Al-Ahmad is probably, and self-evidently, being selective
about which aspects of modemnity to discard. Modernity, with its attendant
goals of progress, autonomy, freedom, education, and justice, was quite
simply reread as always already a part of the true Islam.

A model of secular modernity, however, had consolidated itself
in nineteenth-century Iran through the Constitutional Movement that
positioned itself against the practices of the decadent Qajar monarchy by
looking to the West for models of nationhood and development. Modernity,
however, came with unacknowledged ties to cultural colonization and
petroleum politics. While on the macro-level the state bought the package
deal, on the micro-level individuals resisted by channeling disturbance into
various oppositional patterns of modemity, a countermodernity, as it were,
one of whose impulses was shaped into revolutionary Islam.? The binary
between traditionalism and modernity that sometimes shapes conventional
discussions of Iran and the Iranian Revolution is therefore inadequate to a
model [ prefer, that of the coexistence and tension of each in a dialectical (but
not mutually exclusive) relationship with its alterity.

I prefer to see modermnity and the issue of women's freedom so integrally
linked to it not as agendas but as new ways to package hidden internal
agendas. Modernity, antimodernity, and feminism therefore need to be
recast in terms of how groups respond to, react against, and use their
ideologies. Modernity and feminism become vehicles producing a series
of tensions between the ordering impulse of ideological systems and the
clumsy challenges of real life. [ will suggest not merely the relativity of the
modern but the difficulty of reducing these modernities to their Western
counterparts.’ The liberation of women, though not necessary to the larger
agendas of modernity, becomes a troubled sign of its possibilities, limits,
blind spots, and discontents.
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Both modernity and feminism, in Iran and elsewh ist i
antithesis with excluded particularities that remain Er:;::t&u;iprﬂcg::ruo?
and tha:t return to disrupt their management. The unexpected difficulty of
absorbing large programs into experience can be seen in the disparity
between how cultural work implements modernity and how itis integrated
at the level of personal experience. This chapter will therefore oscillate
beh-.reen publicand private narratives: it will rely, in part, on a series of oral
narratives I collected, starting in 1990, with Iranian émigrés and exiles that
form a book called Exiled Memories: Identity, Revolution, Iran. Although the
mtenm?wsl conducted invited my informants’ memories of childhaad,
revolution, and exile, modernity was a currency that circulated through all
their transactions. I will use their voices as a way to reflect on alternative
modernities and on the problem of gender in Iran, and as an introduction
to groups‘whu narrate competing conceptions of culture and identity that
recall projects of modernity during the first Constitutional Revolution of
1905, duqng the Pahlavi era (1925-1979), and after the Islamic Revolution
of 1979. Finally, by using stories of women as dialectical inversions of each
other, I argue that although questions of gender and the articulation of
genﬂerec! roles may come under the dominance of state apparatus, the state
does not in the process secure the consent of all its women 5ubjed;. In other
wnrds,‘the Islamic State exercises hegemonic control over general politics,
education, and culture, but, in the case of women, its hegemony is not tied
(to use Ranajit Guha's elegant formulation) to dominance.¢

Gendering the Iranian past: Shariati, Nuri,
and Kasravi

In October 1971, the Shah of Iran and his queen staged the megalomaniacal
lﬁﬂp-year celebration of Persian monarchy in Persepolis, a ceremony whose
quail eggs stuffed with caviar and roast peacock and foie gras were}::atered
by Maxim'’s of Paris, whose water and wine were flown in from France
v_«fhu?e entertainment was staged by Peter Brook, and whose benedic.
tion mclud_ed a prayer in which the Shah called upon Cyrus, the great
{u:haf:meman king of kings, to ‘rest in peace, for we are awake.” At the same
time In a small religious center called Hosseineyeh Ershad, Ali Shariati
was awakening Iranian dissidents and students to the prir:ciples of his
countermonarchical manifestos, and calling upon the figure of Fatima, the
daughter of the Prophet, as an emblem of revolutionary possibility. e

Here we see two ways of recasting symbols from the past (Cyrus and
JFatlma},lthe Shah overhauling pre-Islamic Iran to dramatize current
‘modernity’ and Shariati recovering a woman, Fatima, whose conservative
image he empowers with agency and revolutionary wrath against the
patriarchal ruler. To the disenchanted masses angered at the petroleum
imperialism hidden in the bright packagings of the Shah's ‘Great
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Civilization,’ ‘Shariati's fiery and erudite lectures and his reminder of daily
life as a source of power and resistance offered alternative models of cultural
identity. Imprisoned by the Shah in 1974 and later exiled in France, Shariati
is generally recognized (though he died in 1977) as the ‘ideologue’ for the
revolution. Overflowing crowds of dissidents and revolutionaries found
new hope in his radical lectures in the early 1970s.

In Paris, Shariati had edited Iran-e-Azad (Free [ran), had translated works
of Che Guevara and Frantz Fanon, had debated with Fanon about using
Islamic unity as a weapon against neocolonialism, and had studied with
several famous scholars at the Sorbonne. In his series of influential lectures
titled Return fo the Self, Shariati called for resistance to Western cultural
imperialism through a return ‘not to the self of a distant past, but a past that
is present in the daily life of the people.”® This is a self embedded in the
social and material practice of everyday life whose power, as Foucault
might put it, lies in ‘micro’ operations and in the reconstitution of the self.

But that newly realized Islamic self was necessarily gender inflected.

Woman, Shariati argued, was the easiest path to de-territorialization.
*The West falls upon the soul of the Easterners like termites. . . . they empty
out the contents ... destroy all of the forces of resistance.’® Shariati's
much celebrated Fatima Is Fatima used the figure of the daughter of the
prophet Muhammad not only as a model of revolutionary resistance to
the monarchy in the 1970s but as a figure who could resolve the current
problem of how women could enter modernity and remake themselves as
neither Western nor traditional. Its vocabulary and arguments inform
‘almost all subsequent manifestos by women after the revolution.” By
authenticating a secular concept of womanhood as an alternative to the
Pahlavi “Westoxicated’ images of woman, it offered a new and revolu-
tionary model of Islamic womanhood; but it is also a text that once again
uses the body of the woman as the site on which to compose national and
ethical values. Woman, for Shariati, is at once the greatest hope for and the
greatest threat to revolutionary possibility.

Yet it is not Western women he faults but their commodification. In spite
of their power to effect social change, women, he claims, allow their desires
to be so manipulated that they become vulnerable pawns in capitalist
consumption and leisure. Blaming the poverty of modern Iranian culture '
for providing no alternative other than dead ritual and tradition to women
and youth, Shariati addresses the collusion between the oppressor and the
oppressed: An oppressor cannot perform oppression in the air’ (FF, p. 108).
When, for instance, Chengiz Khan defeated Iran in the fourteenth century,
Iran had opened itself to this defeat through internal decomposition,
ignorance, and superstition.® The same historical decadence, he warns,
recurs in current youthful vulnerability to Western ideological exploitation
and cultural colonization at whose temple (to lust and sexuality) the first
object to be sacrificed is woman (FF, p. 90). In language that recalls such
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v posited another way of seeing. He exposed the scandal of the
aditional and unacknowledged traffic in women bartered in a form of
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unexamined homosocial exchange. The 'fate of woman in our traditional,
conservative society’ is to grow up in her father’s house ‘without breathing
any free air,’ to go ‘to her husband’s home (her second lord and master] in
accordance with an agreement . . . between abuyer and a seller’ (FF, p. 110).
Once she is transferred to her husband’s house, ‘the marriage licence
or ownership papers show both her role and her price. She becomes a
respectable servant. A married man means someone who has a servant who
works in his house. . . . She is a household laborer and a nurse .. . without
any wages; she has no rights’ (FF, p. 111).

Though he is daring in his critique of the role of women in the traditional
Iranian family, the contradictions in Shariati’s stance toward women are
also significant: on one hand, women are essentially vulnerable to the
seductive powers of exploitation and consumerism; but on the other, they!
have power and agency to construct themselves as warriors, as isevidenced |
by a series of women scholars and scientists (FF, pp. 82-86). 50 too, Fatima,
as the ideal mother, wife, and daughter, can also become the emblem of
‘newly created revolutionary values' (FF, pp. 129)."

Such values are needed, Shariati claimed in One Followed by an Eternity of
Zeros, to defend the Muslim against neo-imperialism and cultural loss that |
come to Iran disguised as modernization. The history of Iran is narrated as
a‘fall’ into colonialism. For Shariati, national authenticity was a necessary
antidote to the designs of the multinational markets on individual desire;
and cultural authenticity could be found in his philosophically eclectic and
religiously armored construction of cultural identity. ‘Islam,’ Shariati said,

is the first school of social thought that recognizes the masses as
the basis, the fundamental and conscious factor in determining
history and society — not the elect as Nietzsche thought, not the
aristocracy and nobility as Plato claimed, not great personalities as
Carlyle and Emerson believed, not those of pure blood as Alexis
Carrel imagined, not the priests or intellectuals, but the masses. 1

Here we see in Shariati's appeal to the masses and attack on the West an
ironic link to Marxism, which is also (ironically) the latest bloom in Western
Enlightenment thought. Through the early years of the revolution, Marxist
categories and Shariati’s language, argument, examples, and tropes became
the scaffolding for Islamic feminism and humanism and were appropriated
(though unacknowledged) by such groups as the Women's Society of '
Islamic Revolution, the Iranian women’s delegation to the UN Decade for |
Women's Conference.”

Shariati locates the only weapon against global capital in individual
agency and the ‘self’. This is not an example of strategic essentialism in the
service of a naive but necessary fiction of the self; this is a more popular,
culturally constructed notion of self as a productive force in the service of
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great-grandson, is best known as a perpetually ailing imam) in order to
foreground the power of his daughter and granddaughter, Fatima and
Zainab. Mrs Nasr faulted the 1979 Revolution as ‘un-lslamie”:

This “Islamic’ idea of women you quote to me from Khomeini . ..
the disparity between men and women, This should be labeled not
‘Islam’ but ‘Khomeini. I believe, based on the life of the Prophet
and the first leaders of Islam, that Muhammad himself did not
diseriminate against women. He considered his daughter Fatima
superior to mern. He made her the beginning. . . . Why? The Frophet
had sons from other wives. He had daughters and sons. But
he didn't give any of them as much power as he gave this girl. . ..
After Fatima, her daughter was privileged — Hazrat Zainab who
supervised the caravans, who took care of the family in the desert
of Karbala, who brought the family in its imprisonment from
Karbala to Medina. There were other men after Imam Hosein's
martyrdom - Imam Zeinul Abedin, for instance. But it was a
woman, Hazrat Zainab, who supervised the family, who took
charge. Even in Yezid's court, it was she who lectured at him, and
what a sermon she delivered. She was a woman, yet she was at the
head of Islam. Then why should a woman, later on, stay home and
the man go out?. .. Now the veil enslaves woman. Now women
have been packaged and bundled so one has to guess from the
shape. . .. Isit a human being or a black bundle?

Like other girls in the early years of the century, Zia Ashraf Nasr had a
gendered education: she was taught to read but not write, in the tradition
of limiting women's access to communication though not to learning. She
learned to write only after her return to Tehran, after her family's exile in
Iraq following the execution of her grandfather, and after the death of the
grandmother with whom she lived. By then (1918) she was about fourteen
years old and keenly aware of her sharp memory that enabled her to
remember a page after glancing at it swiftly. Recalling her early education,
she smiled as she told of making it through six grades in six months, and of
the many women in her family who broke the family edict against girls
attending school: ‘Look at the number of strong women in our family who
have doctorates in medicine, literature, and other fields. My aunt . .. was
the first Iranian woman to go to the American school and learn English . ..
to the American Missionary School.” Zia Ashnaf's temperament and life
were formed in the crossfire of tradition, change, and modemity, at a time
when women began their activities through the formation of organizations,
the opening of girls’ schools and the publication of women's periodicals.
The movement for women's rights in Iran has a long and well-
documented history. Zia Ashraf Nasr experienced its beginnings in her
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friendship with Iran’s leading feminist, Siddigeh Dowlatabadi, in her
involvement with women's societies, and in her struggle for women’s
enfranchisement. The same Constitutional Revolution that executed her
grandfather also generated the start of women's secret societies and a
surge in women'’s resistance to political and social subordination. When,
in 1911, it was rumored that some of the Members of Parliament were
giving in, again, to Russian demands, women's groups took action. Three
hundred women with concealed guns behind their chadors (veils) entered
the buildings, confronted the leaders of Parliament, tore aside their veils,
and threated to kill their husbands, their sons, and themselves if the
independence of the Persian people were further eroded."
At the turn of the century, political modernization became identified with
nation-building; but the discourse of nationhood, as Afsaneh Najmabadi
“demonstrates, was consistently gendered. Because the significance of
symbolic gendering was never confronted and problematized, it was
susceptible to slipping backward into Qur’anic rhetoric of male dominance
or forward into the kind of consolidation expressed in the Islamic
Republic.®® Such casual acceptance of gender inequity forged unexpected
bonds between secular and religious intellectuals. Ahmad Kasravi, the
thistorian, reformer and jurist, active in the 19305 and 1940s, argued for
modernity and women's education, and against the veil. But he also argued
against women's right to enter the public sphere in politics, the judiciary,
or the civil service.®

But women could, Kasravi conceded, participate through their political
m tional necessarily male agendas. Kasravi's importance
asa ist lay in his articulation of the need to centralize and
integrate the many decentralized groups in the country: the elites, the
masses, the clergy, the tribes, the clans, religious sects, and ethnic languages
that constituted the ‘unintegrated’ layers of Iranian society.” Gradually as
secularism gained power,

the old tolerant attitude towards cultural heterogeneity was
gradually supplanted by an intolerant crusade for national
homogeneity: tribal nomadism became associated with rural
gangsterism, regional autonomy with administrative anarchy,
communal variety with political incompatibility, and linguistic
diversity with oriental inefficiency.®

Iranian scholars read Ahmad Kasravi, variously, as the most controversial
of modern intellectuals, as a theorist of modernity, and as a ‘dangerous
iconoclast’ appropriately murdered for trying to destroy traditional
authority.* Because of his uncompromising opposition to ‘irrationality’,
he might be called a modernist who rethought Iranian modernism, one
who, though a clergyman, celebrated Western science and supported the
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Constitutional Revolution in 1906, while he opposed women’s liberation
and suffrage, Western cultural imperialism, and the Shi‘a clergy. Arguing
‘for ‘puritan rationalism’, Kasravi attacked the clergy for superstition. He
published over fifty books, a weekly journal, and a daily newspaper all
elaborating on his theories of class, society, and ‘civilization’, laying out his
strategies for national integration. A celebrator of urban living, he coined
the new Persian word shahrigari {urbanization) to contrast it with h_: yabm:gﬂ:rr
(nomadizaton).® He also attacked, as reactionary, the most precious art in
Persian culture — poetry - because he believed that the habit of recitation and
recourse to poetic quotation was a way of avoiding thought. To clarify his
position on the fetishizing of poetry and mysticism, he started a book-
burning festival at the winter solstice.”
Kasravi‘'s dream of unifying Iran was predicated on a paradox: he
wished to take its distinctly divided factions and to integrate them into a

| modern democratic society with one language, one culture, and one central

authority. In 1946 a man from an organization called the Devotees of [slam
shot Kasravi dead. Kasravi had been brought to court under indictment on
charges of slander against Islam. The fable of his failure perhaps illustrates
a metaphor (from Kristeva), the banished or the abject returning violently
from exclusion to enact its revenge against the center.”

Modernizing from above

Such denial of marginal and diverse forces has recurred through the reigns
of the Pahlavis and the ayatollahs. As part of his modernizing programs,
the Shah set up, in the early 1970s, educational programs for women
in villages. Pahlavi father and son, Reza Shah and Mah_lamad Reza
Shah, combined the state policy of crushing opposition with enforced
emancipation and modernization. Reza Shah's 1936 decree banning the veil
is but a tiny example of how ‘'modernization from above’ was presented as
the only way for Iran to enter the modern world * Reza Shafh learned from
a visit in 1934 to Atatlirk’s Turkey that the road to modernity necessitated
emancipation of civil law from the shari‘a and thereby the disengaging of
secular politics from religion. Political emancipation and equal r1gh_13, v
however, had their dark underside: state repression, a regularized police
society, and a consumer-mad ‘westoxicated’ culture.®

The chador, forbidden by Reza Shah as part of his enforced program for
emancipating women, and associated with the backward and downtrodden
during the Pahlavi era, was later used as an emblem of revolutionary protest
by wornen of all castes and classes who marched against the Pahlavi regime.
Within the year following the revolution, they were to be surp_nsed by
governmental laws that required the chador for women who wished to
venture outside their homes or enter offices and restaurants. Thus, the _
chador is used by opposing camps for opposite reasons: the veil as a symbol '
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of liberation from the dictatorial state and as an instrument for hegemo-
nizing a revolution by those whose only aim was political power. The
following story will suggest yet another take on the chador.
One of my interviewees, Pari (a pseudonym), spoke of her efforts, as
assistant minister of agriculture, to head the literacy campaign for rural
women: ‘Neither the government nor I knew what we were doing,’ she said.
‘The literacy campaign had staffed centers for educating village girls to
become “agents of development” who would then return to the villages
to effect change.” Six centers were therefore built outside villages in
buildings that looked like English boarding-schoals, so different from their
own environments that Pari found it ‘culturally shocking.’ The girls were
required to learn how to use such Western facilities as tables and chairs,
knives and forks, showers, and Western toilets, none of which they had
seen before. Also, the girls, who had never slept in beds, were now expected
to sleep in bunk beds. Pari tells of how, when they persisted in falling out
of their bunk beds in the middle of the night, the administrators found a
bizarre solution. They tied the woman on the top to her bed with her chador.

The image of the woman bound to her bed with the veil in the larger
cause of progressive rights and freedoms, a paradox of modernity, captures
the simultaneity of modernity and its underside, of the forces of reason
and their bondage, of the necessary reconstruction of identity and the loss
of community; it bears wiiness to modernity as its own gravedigger.®
‘Everything is pregnant with its contrary.’ In its social context, the image
recalls the monumental hegemonic vision of Pahlavi Iran, and of the
Enlightenment project of modernity that enforced selected citizen rights
through repression and viclence.

Another event revealed an even darker side of Pari's effort to educate
village women. The story of the chador tells of the enforcement of knowledge
whose dialectic is specific to modernity. This next story suggests a different
dialectic endemic to resistance.

Here is her account of her visit as an ‘agent of development’ going to the
village in her official capacity:

I went to the village and asked for 5 ——. She didn’t come out. The
niext day I returned and asked for her again, and she didn't come
out. Then I found out that the girl had been beaten black and blue
by her father, that she couldn’t walk for weeks, and that she was
ashamed to be seen because I had caused her such humiliation.
. .. It was our organization that had made this man so angry. It was
us as agents of development who couldn’t understand village
psychology. . . . The men could not tolerate the fact that someone
from outside the village would come and ask to speak to a woman
and not to a man. . . . I later found out that when I wasn’'t present,
the women I worked with would, for the smallest thing, ask
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permission from their fathers, brothers, and husbands. But then 1
would reappear and anger the men.

i 's rights, which at its most
i t to the village to teach women's rights,
1;31? Teaj:ligught wummgtl'neir right not to be beaten or abused. Butll'xer_
s resence led to a reactionary violence — the abuse of ﬂ'jE women.d fa-n
vewu:fmed as did the state, that social progress would n_earuralue the nfle or
i:'olutir:n. Her predicament was that of the modernizing agent ta ngr-i:;n
the burden of universal modemnity, whose enlightened agenda nfces5faf Ey
roduced darker consequences than she SUSPECtEFi. 21" as Geoffrey
?-larpham phrases it ‘Enlightenment is always otherwise. s il
Pari not only witnessed but inadvertently Pm;'t?td uﬁ:ﬁ :I:n ;zlmmbeh:hat
its citi odernity and 1ts !
the state and its citizens, between mi _ ! st
j i i d community, and, on gul
Partha Chatterjee might call capital an O
i the premodern, subjuga
but a connected register, between : 8 o
i i thing too about the pro
and modernity. Pari’s story tells us some C el i
rnizati tterjee writes of in The Nation ang Iis Fragmett
mo%iem nf&ﬁzﬁmu;ﬁ:sim? of an independent narrative of colmrnunlty, thf.;
E::S‘I.'ITE of respect for the individual that can occur ?mrhen 3‘19 importance of |
individual freedom and individual rights is proclaimed.™ e
Par tlls the story o vilge womer & L 2 e embedded storis
include herself and the women in her family. bu i
igni i . Unlike her village counterpart, Iarl
are significant for their differences. B e ibjacticn
own search for autonomy from patriarchal Opp il
' d child abuse occurred in
to coercive codes of female behavior an o i
i t privileged her class, and that allowed nher :
mﬁ:e: ::rlutsidge her city and country. But the village women reln_ad on
:ma of kinship and community within the village. Outls?de th; Ew.:t]liies
i threats of the city, whose €
man faced the multiple unknown _ ; . e
:owaienate the villager from her former community, leaving nothing to fi
m;:idéﬁenaﬁun had also been the unexpected[cunsli@;enni gfer tl;?z‘ili't;:
i : ; multiple
Revolution of 1962-63; the Shah’s programs 0 ple 1 i
incidi i id i ialization and Westernization, resu
coinciding with rapid industria and | somabibragram
that followed mass migration from ¢ :
B i ily owned a village near Tabriz, tells of the
‘Azari woman, Mrs K., whose family o gl
g i d land reforms on viliage
effects of the Shah’s White Revolution an e
that they sold their land and went to't city, : :
'Smheslruemcail:md, if th:er].r found jobs, wg:eke? &;a: ]'.??l:orfs.][-‘;!::n iisﬂc:;‘;e; ;}t]}f;
i culture shock: ‘Now they [the villager: my br
and c:ﬁni;nla?:iihat they don't know how to live in a city. gnc;:v.trll..r;g c;nrstl:z
i mar si alked through a street ex g the
e T mp s died ‘* The Iranian displaced
him. Instead he was hit by a car and died. :
;t;]éi?;hahs reforms could not survive the crash into modernity (any more
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than could his Eu ropean counterparts) without the protecti

el T T R

ion of a surrogate

organization - perhaps even of the industrial ‘Fordies rganizati
had collapsed in the 1970s both in Europe and Irann.:hSI i s

would (it was reasonably assumed) automatically right itself along with

the spread of reading, writing,

and reason. In fact, the Program so angered

gl?: m}er';h in the vi]I::,ge that it exacerbated the injustice it was intended to
&a;eﬁ :lugh the agents of development’ came from above, descendin
€ skies In state helicopters equipped with institutional power, t|'leE

failed to take into account the

strength of revolutionary power brewing

Pari was vaguely aware that the i
i ely aware young women in her vill
g:ecs.:ppeam I;;-:E:—_r certamusua] z:mtsm the day, but she didn’t give this muii'lgeﬂ':wcvughouji
cuse was prayers. One day in 1978 she
a workshop for women in a village near Shij 8 Vi e s
whowers e o raz, T'Ius. time the students
_ Ppeared. Frustrated, Pari returned
and saw soldiers and cannons all o ' h S
_ : ver the streets. She ask i
Fin:rﬂ w:zhat was happening. He answered, ‘Lady, haven't y?::u m e
1;:1 . an? tflilrin t she know there was trouble between the gcvernnv;n gt
i -:';pislc;usmon ;ebels? Shelahe'f realized that the women and student aid:s
- radiopﬁdm he:: i: sﬁan::en;h::soéﬁea}r}' abc;;t ]fa p-m., to gather around
the Bl . shou ve known that 8
was not an appropriate time for Muslim iy
ar . : prayers, but as a modernj
de-Islamicized Irarqan, she didn’t. The villagers, who were lagammé

The historian Mohamad Tavakoli told me a slightly different story about

‘agents of development’ that

provides an important example of the

appropriation and transformation of state powers, of how individuals used

the instruments of Pahlavi mode

rnization in ways other than those the state
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envisioned, how they took the packet and subverted its agenda. Mohamad's
brother, who was part of the Education Corps set up as an arm of state
modernization in the early 1970s, found that the opportunity to work
in rural Iran yielded unexpected results. Inadvertently, the regime had
promoted a hitherto impossible dialogue between the educated urban
Iranian and the rural villager. His understanding of the problems of
village life politicized his consciousness and spurred the formation of a
new revolutionary identity in him and many others. His subsequent
involvement with leftist groups was the direct and unintended consequence
of the state’s programs of development.

Iran’s program of Jiteracy and modernization served not only the interests
of Big Oil and American foreign policy® but also the making of a revo-
turned into a narrative that energized the Shah's Iran and mobilized the
forces of modernity into a story of progress, development, modernization,
and freedom.” But what the grand narrative ignored was the presence of
another story that challenged its conceptual framework. Partha Chatterjee’s
narrative of community can perhaps be further complicated through a
reading of resistance theory that refuses to allow the colonized (oppressed /
subaltern) to be totalized as a stable category, and that investigates histories
of insubordination and struggle against institutional and ideclogical
domination.®

The state’s many ideas of development,® all imposed from above, though

theoretically plausible, were contradicted by the actual events fueled by
the rage of those marginalized by modernization that built up to the
Islamic Revolution of 1979. The revolutionaries were multiply determined
subjects. The rage of displaced villagers and students drove them into
a variety of leftist groups alongside the marginalized ulema, or clergy,
and the intellectuals who opposed the Shah's US-supported, consumer-
driven modernization. The opposition spilt into political spectra that resist
easy classification, though for the sake of simplification we can list the
conservative Right (the Bazaar) and the conservative Left (Jalal Al-Ahmad
in one of his phases), the Islamic Right (Hezb Jumhuri Islami, the Ayatollahs
Shariat Madari and Khomeini) and the Islamic Left (Mojaheddin, Ayatollah
Taleqani and Ali Shariati), and, finally, a three-way split producing the
nationalist Right (the Shah), the nationalist Left (Fadayaan, the National
Front), and the nationalist Islamic (Mehdi Bazargan and Ayatollah
Talegani).

But none of these factions was antimodern. The Revolution has been
given many labels: against the standard reading of it as a reactionary,
traditional, and antimodern revolution, Michel Foucault and Paul Vieille
both describe it as a postmodern revolution, and for Anthony Giddens it
was a sign of the crisis of modernity.™ It was not antimodern because
Khomeini and his cohorts built on a coalition with secular modernists and
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leftists, and their early pronouncements invoked, in additi change
ists, and their ea . " tion to and
;flmal justice, ther_lghts of minorities, the rights of women, and the holding
democratic elections."? Its leading theorists had recognized that the 1950s
and 1960s had produced a cultural schizophrenia, and that an ‘other’
mﬂmndemty through lslammng'ttbe away to confront ‘cultural imperialism’
and to address what Shariati called the ‘modern calamities’ of social and
intellectual systems.

Revolution and women's bodies

Iniran‘s_ onn.ﬂ:cted efforts to construct national, revolutionary, and Islamic
modernities the figure of the ‘woman’ has repeatedly been constituted as
ﬂmruverdeherrn'umed sign of an essentialized totality, as a metaphor for a
besieged nation, an embattled self, a delicate interiority, the uncontrollable
other, the ‘unpierced pearl’ to be bought and protected, or the sacred
interior. As Farzanch Milani observes, women dominate the cultural
. imaginary by becoming emblems of national identity: 'Forcefully unveiled
they personify the modernization of the nation. Compulsorily veiled ﬂ‘r&j;
embody the reinstitution of the slamic order '
ramatic example of the violent repressions unpinning t
organization of Iranian cultural pracﬁlzre may be sgen mgthjlz;lﬁi%::lde:i‘i
power of two women who transgressed the boundaries setby a pau'ial::hal
society. In their insistence on equality, independence, and women's
emancipation, both women transgressed in ways that are specific to both
fEII.'I.I.]'I.'IE‘-T.I‘I. and modernity. When in the mid-nineteenth century Qurrat al-
Aym, a woman writer, orator, poet, teacher, and religious rebel, discarded
her veil and her submission to Islam and became a celebrated preacher for
Babism, she so angered the male elite that she was arrested and executed
on orders of the Shah. Before her death in 1852, the sight of her speaking
unveiled before large crowds of men left more than a few men deranged
In the most 1notoriorus incident, one ' Abdol Khaleq Esfahani is said to héwe
prg:aiwt:;e: :us h?I;W by C;-:mg his throat with his own hands.*
ars later in city of Isfahan, another feminist, Siddi

hl'.:liteiwlatabadi, daughter of a well-known Muslim religiii:?leﬁ?efﬁgﬂ
nm;mmd and was driven into exile. She was the contemporary woman
: admired by Zia Ashraf Nasr, who recalled Dowlatabadi's return from

urope as one of the most important events in her life. The year was

probably 1927, and Zia Ashraf was attendi
teacher-training institution: attending the Dar-ol-Moallemat, a

Iwas very excited one day to hear that Khanum Dowlatabadi, the
progressive leadern‘fwmnen's liberation in Iran, had returned from
:ﬂhgad and was giving a lecture in town. Some of our teachers got

y to go, and [ asked to go with them. We went early and waited
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for her to arrive in this huge hall with balconies. She entered
looking very dignified, very authoritative, She greeted a few
people, went behind the desk, and began her lecture. There
was silence as she began. But suddenly from the balcony 2 large
pomegranate was thrown at her that landed on the lecture desk,
exploded, and all the pomegranate juice splashed on her face
and clothes. But Khanum Dowlatabadi was so collected and well
composed that she did not pause in her talk: she continued as if
nothing had happened. From that day on, I was won over and
became devoted to this woman.

This powerful woman who so impressed Mrs Nasr was the aunt to
my main informant, Pari. Haji Mirza Hadi, Dowlatabadi's father, had
been a Mojtahid (religious jurist) in Isfahan. He married first Khatemeh
Begum, who bore him six sons and a daughter, Siddigeh Dowlatabadi,
before the mother fell sick and died. Dowlatabadi arranged for her father
to marry his secretary’s nine-year-old daughter, after which she took over
the care of her father's child wife's two children - one of whom was Pari’s
mother.

Dowlatabadi raised the two girls and married a doctor, Dr Etezad in 1B98.
But, so the story goes, she discovered that she was infertile and got divorced.
In 1917, she started the first school in Isfahan for women, Umm Al-Madaris
(Mother of Schools). One of the first graduates of the American College for
Women, Iran Bethel, her friend, Mehrtaj Rakhshan, became the headmistress
of this school. In 1919 Dowlatabadi started a society, Sherkat Khavateen
Isfahan (Isfahan Women's Cooperative), whose purpose was to change
practices she believed harmful to Iran, such as the marriage of girls betore
the age of fifteen and the import of foreign fabrics. At the same time she
started the first major woman's magazine, Zaban-i Zanan (Women's
Tongue), in Isfahan in 1919. Through this magazine, she argued against the
imposition of the veil, for economic and emotional independence of women,
for the education of women in ethics, literature, and science, and against the
political dependence of Iran on other countries. The aim of this journal,
then, was both feminist and nationalist. The biweekly magazine shocked
religious groups in Isfahan.

Siddigeh Dowlatabadi won further national notoriety by criticizing the
prime minister (the vusug-al-dawlah), who had signed a treaty giving certain
rights to the British. The British retaliated by promising to distribute food
to poor lranians who agreed to gather at the post office in support of the
vusug-aldawlah. When an emissary from Dowlatabadi arrived at the post
office to read out Siddigeh Dowlatabadi's powerful petition for freedom
from British interference and control, the crowd listened in tently. After he
finished reading, they left without accepting any of the food offered by the
British.
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The government countered by banning Dowlatabadi's magazine
because, by discussing politics, she had transgressed its original purpose
and limits. After her life was threatened and her house stoned, she wentinto
hiding. Finally she moved from Isfahan to Tehran, where she started new
societies (anjuman) for women and published a dictionary of contemporary
women. In 1923, she left for Europe and traveled in France, Germany, and
Switzerland. She studied at the Sorbonne for a few years and returned to

| Iran in 1927. She is known as one of the first women in twentieth-century
i Iran to address crowds publicly without a veil, She gave speeches
i everywhere, even in the heart of conservative Qum.

While in Europe, she attended the Tenth Congress of the International
Alliance for Women's Suffrage in Paris (May 1926). There she met and
started a friendship with Margaret Ashby, the president of the International
Alliance of Women's Suffrage. Ashby, a New Yorker and mother of two, a
housewife and a politician, was also the founder of Taking Care of Home and
Children. The structure of this magazine influenced the journal Dowlatabadi
subsequently edited in Iran, Name-i-Banovan (Women's Paper), which was
produced under the supervision of the government.

Mot only was Dowlatabadi's magazine repeatedly threatened and its
publication banned for several months, but she received death threats
for her outspoken feminist and political editorials. When in 1936 Reza
Shah issued the decree banning the veil, Siddigeh Dowlatabadi was safe.
In 1946 she returned to Europe to attend the Tenth Congress of the Women's
International League for Peace and Freedom in Geneva. When she died
in 1961 at the age of eighty, Dowlatabadi asked that no veiled woman be
allowed to attend her death ceremonies or visither grave. In 1993, her niece
Pari went to visit her grave, whose stone, though defaced by Hezbullahi
thugs, still stands. She asked the keeper of the graveyard whose grave this
was. He replied, T'm not sure. But [ think it is the grave of a lewd woman
who danced naked in front of cinema theaters.

A second reading of the Siddigeh Dowlatabadi story reveals some
troubling fault lines. A courageous feminist and activist all her life, she
consolidated her feminism along class lines. Her problem could be read as
not uncommon to the early history of feminism. Joan Scott, for instance,
draws attention to the history of feminism as ‘the history of the project of
reducing diversities (of class, race, sexuality, ethnicity, politics, religion,
and socio-economic status) among females to a common identity of women
(usually in opposition to patriarchy, a system of male domination)."* Yet
Scott also discusses the problem of feminism'’s repressing differences that
could not be eliminated. Such ‘repression’ of sexuality and class can be seen
in a painful and telling incident recorded during my conversations with
Pari, about her famous aunt.

Not only was the marriage between her seventy-year-old father and the
nine-year-old daughter of his secretary arranged by Siddigeh Dowlatabadi,
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the story continues with the following detail: when the girl was in labor
before her first menstruation, howling with pain and hanging from
the beams in her bedroom, Siddigeh Dowlatabadi ordered the family to
leave her alone. Another relative, unable to bear her cries, went to her aid.
When the young wife was fifteen — after giving birth to two dapght_ers,.one
of whom was Pari's mother — she was widowed. Once again, E‘:I1dd1_qeh
Dowlatabadi arranged for her to marry an old man. As Gayle Rubin might
say, woman here was the gift, but the exchange partners upon whﬂn':
this exchange would confer its ‘quasi-mystical power of social linkage,
though not necessarily men, operated through a psychic economy where
daughter identified with father, and whose power and privilege were
Tnale* The locus of the girl's oppression was between power systems
{father and daughter) within a sexual system that trafficked in women, more
specifically, women of a lower class. Descended from the "lower-class
interloper who had come into the family," Pari was always aware of he:l
difference from and inferiority to the other Dowlatabadis. And "difference
perhaps became the category through which Dowlatabadi found more
common ground with Margaret Ashby in Paris than with her father's child
ride.
. Feminist political activism waned during the Pahlavi era, partly because
both the Left and the Right were gender blind, partly because various
‘societies’ were subsumed into the state-sponsored Women's Organization
of Iran headed by the Shah's twin sister, Ashraf Pahlavi, Najmabadi
describes the shift in attitudes toward women's rights as a movement from
activism to tokenism: ‘In the first period [the 1930s], women’s status was
seen as a symbol of modernity of the new nation and the new state. In the
second period [the 1970s], it became the symbol of the modernity of the
monarch and his progressive benevolence towards women.'* :
Whereas women had been activists before and during the Islamic
Revolution, they found themselves increasingly disenfranchised by the
hardened positions taken by the Revolution after its initial ‘spring of
freedom.’ Newly hardened positions ware articulated most publicly by
Monireh Gurji, the woman representative responsible for drafting the new
Constitution of the Islamic Republic: ‘I feel ashamed to talk about “women's
rights”. Have any of our brothers in this assembly mentioned "men’s
rights”?'# The question elided was well articulated most recently by
Mahnaz Afkhami

[Hlow will Muslim women, particularly those among them
who can communicate with others, influence events, and make
a difference, be empowered to advance the cause of women'’s
human rights? How can the process be enhanced, facilitated,
encouraged? What possibilities exist or can be generated for
women activists?"
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/ by women in the history of Iran. Hailed as the “pillars of Iranian society’
by Ayatollah Khomeini, women were soon pilloried into submission,
their symbol for revolutionary liberation (the chador) turned into a shroud
of protective exclusion and bondage. Yet on International Woman's Day -
& March 1979 - thirty thousand women marched on the streets to protest
compulsory veiling and other forms of punishing and disciplining women.
The women who marched for women's rights were a heterogenous group
who represented social and political organizations as different as the
conservative Women's Society of Islamic Revolution and the radical
Revolutionary Union of Militant Women, whose parent organization was
the Maoist Communist Party of Workers and Peasants.®

For the women | interviewed who had participated in this and the next
march, the event induded moments of unwelcome epiphany.* Not only
was the march followed by several days of hysterical responses from young
Islamic fanatics who roamed the city in search of women they could assault,
but it also revealed to them the indifference of leftist organizations to
women's issues.

The Women's March of 12 March 1979, for instance, ruptured certainties
for Afsaneh Najmabadi by starting the process of breaking up unexamined
ideas of unified feminism, recognizing difference, and admitting the
multiplicity of class and gender identities. The march had been organized
to protest Khomeini’s March 7th decree on hijeh (regulation Islamic dress,
not necessarily the chador) as a requirement. Najmabadi was about to take
her turn (on behalf of a segment of the Socialist Worker's Party) as speaker
on a platform. Suddenly something she heard made her so dizzy that she
almost fell off the platform: she had heard a woman from another committee
say, ‘Look at those painted faces in the crowd. I will never go on a march
with those women.' Afsaneh’s first reaction was that ‘of course she
was right. A great many women who had come to that rally were exactly
the women whom for years we had come to call “the painted dolls of the

Pahlavi regime.”” But years later as she reflected on her dizzy spell, she
wrote:

Despite nine years of vehement argumentations against crossing
class lines, something in my mind had broken down. All I cared
about, there and at that moment, was for women of any class, or any
ideological affiliation . . . to make a very loud presence felt. . . . For
years | thought my dizziness had been caused by the deep anger I
had felt. ... On the body of what we called the Westoxicated
painted dolls, we had fixed layer upon layer of meaning. ...
A This dichotomous mapping of female bodies as representations
!i of revoluton and counter-revolution, of moral and immoral,
' was the common political and cultural language of Islamic and
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secular forces at the time, with no room for any ‘choreographical’
destabilization.®

Four months later, on 12 July 1979, when three prostitutes were executed,
none of the leftist presses with which Afsaneh Najmabadi was a_ﬁsj.:-cta?ed
thought the event important enough to report. She and c:'.fner activists like
Nayereh Tohidi report their horror at the extent to which the Left ha:nd
internalized patriachal priorities,* at their own inability to counter ]:efnst
arguments thathead coverings and women’s rights were minor issues in the
context of the larger political arena of anti-imperial straggles. ;
Gradually, as evidenced by the writings of Khomeini and Mnl—ahazl-l,
all differences withered into a single truth: the only acceptable woman in
the Islamic state was the Muslim woman who was the ‘pillar of the family,’
and who abided by all the laws laid down in ﬁ shrzrt:;lﬁ. who would acce't[frt
misogynist gender coding prescribed for her by the new government s
?;sion of Islaf'fn By 1981 I[tufa years after the Revolution), the id:_aa of
debating compulsory veiling or women's marches or women's rights
seemed a part of the quixotic fantasy that had briefly accompanied a lost
revolution. B
The role of motherhood, however, was chosen as a charged symbolic site
for the Islamic Republic. Motherhood was politicized and valorized, as well
as sanctified through association with the clergy’s vision of Fatima as ideal
mother, wife, and daughter, even as the ‘family’ and ‘family values’ were
revived as the birthplace for a new and proper Islamic society. Haleh .ifshar
compares Khomeini's veneration of mothers as “pillars of the nation,” “forts
of virtue and chastity’ who must raise ‘brave and enlightened men and
weak and united women,’ with Hitler's similar claim that women were
‘entrusted in the life of the nation with a great task, the care of man, soul,
body and mind.”* Equality with men is deemed ‘degrading’ to women
because it alienates them from their essential nature, While educated and
middle-class women likely to pursue higher education and careers were
indignant at definitions of their true ‘nature,’ the poorest women in the
lowest classes were attracted and empowered by Khomeini's decree thatt
husbands were responsible for the care and feeding of their wives. And it
was the promise of this protection that kept them ardent supporters of the
cle‘}:‘ﬁz thrust of the conventional public narrative I have offered above is
contradicted and inverted by yet another private account. A story told to me
by Mohamad Tavakoli about his sister’s rise and resistance to pah_-':archy,l it
is also a story about the incommensurability between ideology asit does its
cultural work and ideology as it gets absorbed into personal life. Mohamad
Tavakoli was born in Chaleh Meidun (below the bazaars in south Tehrarlujl
into a family of eight sons and one daughter. All eight brothers and their
father saw the little sister as the repository of their honor and therefore,
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from the age of seven on, the object of their concern, protection, and wrath
if, for instance, her chador slipped. As was true of other girls in her conser-
vative neighborhood, her movements in public were limited to trips to buy
bread or go to school.

When the Revolution started in 1978, she disappeared from her home for
three days with no explanation. She was then sixteen years old. When she
returned, her angry father and brothers discovered that she had been
engaged in making Molotov cocktails during one of the decisive battles
between the army and the people. During the family fight that ensued, she
wrestled with her father, knocked him to the ground, and kicked him. The
father, who ironically had been the most religious member of the family,
found that the Revolution had become his daughter’s excuse for revolting
against him. He left his home and went to his village of origin, promising
never to return until his daughter left the house.

Her rejection of paternal power, however, did not preclude subsequent
attachments to other centers of male power. In the early 1980s, Mohamad's
sister flirted with the possibility of joining various leftist Islamic groups
and temporarily even abandoned the chador. During the elections for the
Assembly of Experts she came into contact with the Party of the Islamic
Republic, liked their simplicity and clothing (the men, for instance, wore no
ties), and became active in their cause. When she completed this trajectory
by marrying a member of the Revolutionary Guard, she continued her
education, became principal of a high school, and established an edu-
cational collective. Mohamad says that all the brothers are now afraid of
her and warn him to be careful of what he writes In letters home. She has
recently considered running for Parliament.

The strictures against women therefore contained and nourished their
contrary. And in this inversion we see also an inversion of the narrative
of bound women in Pari’s story about her village work. The collapse of

‘old certainties led to the invention of new spaces for"the rethinking

iof ‘wormen's issues and the male-engendered narratives of Islamic
laws. Ten years after the revolution, women found other ways to avoid
tonfrontation with the regime by critiquing ijtihad (legal decisions about
the shari‘a), by reinterpreting gendered readings of the Qur'an, and by
demonstrating an active presence in ‘every field of artistic creation,
professional achievement, educational and industrial institutions, and even
in sports.”

Najmabadi draws attention to the new power women have gained
through their manipulation of the gendered construction of Islamic political
discourse, as a result of which they are configuring new readings of Islam
and feminism. Studies of female suicide, of populdtion control, of laws of
custody and divorce, of opposition to changes in laws on marriage and

polygamy, for instance, appeared in the pages of Zan-i-Ruz (Today’s
Woman).®
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Seventeen years after the Revolution, evidence sgggest_s_th?"t women
are beginning not only to have an active presence in politics™ butla:im
to carve out new possibilities for themselves in social, legal, and p_ohttcai
life through public debate in women’s magazines, through social and
civic activism, and through public office.*® Small though the number
appears, it is significant that nine out of 280 members of the Majlis
(Parliament) are women. This number is 4 percent h1gjher tha!'t the
comparable figure in Turkey, which is assumed to be more ‘modern thaln
Iran. The cabinet includes one woman who serves as adviser on women s
issues. After the Beijing conference, the Ministry of Health opened a new
position fora female deputy minister. Rafsanjani's daughter, Fayezeh, won
the second-highest number of votes in the Majlis during the most recent
election. WLt 12

The counternarrative to these happy statistics is that Rafsanjani’s

daughter, after being elected to the Majlis, was beaten after a press
conference by a group of conservative thmlght—pnhce_who objected to her
liberal positions on such issues as appropriate clothing for women who
ride bicycles, and her opposition to certain aspects of thnle status quo: that
women are excluded from the judiciary, that they are chhced and arrested
for improper hijab, and that the violation of lslamu.:”gendﬂ relah-:_:ns
is punishable by flogging. The Persian skill at versmed_sloganeerlmg
(demonstrated all through the marches preceding the Islamic l_lgvoluhun}
took a newly gendered turn during the conservative opposition to the
election of Fayezeh Rafsanjani. The slogans began by collapsing two
women, Fayezeh and Ayesheh {* A’isha) - the youngest wife of the Prophet,
a model of reprehensible womanhood in Shiite Islam. One slc:gafu therefore
went as follows: ‘Ayesheh ba shotor amad,/Fayezeh ba motor amad’ (Ayesheh
came on a camel, Fayezeh came on a motorcycle). a_\'-‘m!::tl*Ler slogan played
on the likeness between her first name and the similar-sounding waord
meaning “prostitute” — fahesheh:

Ayeshe-i-shotor sawar (Ayesheh who rides a camel)
Faheshe-i-motor sawar (Prostitute who rides a motorcycle)

Fayezeh Rafsanjani and the debate about the propriety of women riding
bicycles (see New York Times, 20 September 1996) is but 2 small manifestation
of a much larger debate about women and power. 50 too the link between
the camel and the bicycle in the second slogan needs to be contextualized
in terms of a larger conflict over female activity and transgression that goes
back to the seventh-century Battle of the Camel, also known as the first civil
war in Islamic society.™

The limited space women have carved for themselves has not been freely
given. As Haideh Moghissi puts it, ‘The Islamic regime has not opgned the
gates. Women are jumping over the fenices.”®® In particular, four journals
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are responsible for rearticulating the position of women: Payam-i-Hajar
mﬂ:ljszsjs: r?{fmfan-tﬂuz (Today’s Woman), Farzaneh (Wise Woman),
While distancing themselves from Western feminism as a limited and
Eurocentric category, articles and editorials in three of the four magazines
call for a re-examination of male readings of the shari'a and the Islamic
canon. Thﬂr central concerns vary: Payam-i-Hajar, for instance, focuses an
awakening the conscience of the Islamic Republic’ to the plight of working
women, rural women, state workers, and ‘other suffering sisters.” Zanan
hnwever,‘has taken on the radical task of ‘decentering the clergy from
the domain of interpretation,” questioning legality, justice, and canonical
readmgs of the Qur'an, and advocating ‘reading the Qur'an as a woman,"®!
Social critics (Mina Yadigar Azadi and others) challenge readings of specific
w in:E;gQuf mﬂiy rf:;%lg to h;ailaw claims about ethics to be normative
ting on the n or historic specificity. By arguing agai
hegemum authorities and by admitting into their pagez forbiddgn EEmH;JE;
voices from the decadent period of monarchy, and from the writings of
such ‘f_*ufeshern feminists as Virginia Woolf, Simone de Beauvoir, and Susan
Fﬂlud.l:. !.'he new Islamic feminists are, as Najmabadi tells us, collapsing the
oppositions between modernity and Islam, secular and Islamic feminism,
and ferrmusm and cultural authenticity. In these new alliances we might see
a specifically non-Western alternative modernity that rereads and rethinks
ﬂi;lf:]ﬁ:.res of the past and present.
inally, I return to my earlier point about the unexpected consequ
of modernity - a package deal whose hidden agendas are surpris?::.:;;
resisted by those who find ways to put new experiences in the old package.
Those new experiences are the contraries with which modernity is always
pregnant. Life makes for strange bedfellows. Just as Big Oil, the United
States, and the Shah had no intention of producing an Islamic Revolution,
s0 too the Islamic Revolution had no intention of producing its unintended
effect: a'potenﬁal that, though compromised, is realizing itself in a kind of
woman's movement specific to and produced by its historical moment ~
and in a newly politicized public reflected in the approximately 90 percent
of people who went to the polls in May 1997, an election that against
_ conventional predictions, brought in the liberal Ayatollah Khata_mi.'WGmen
2:»1 r:;tnhfer'rgh:trrdng’ls to adpast narrative, nor are they mimicking a Western
m. Instea i f
o ﬁﬂemmcﬂ i Eﬁ struggle to articulate a women'’s movement

NOTES

A shorter and earlier version of this
e T Paper was presented at a symposi
Alternative Modernities at Northwestern University in April l%ﬁ?ﬂjn:l-ugi?
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generous conversations, comments, and criticisms on either the early or the late
version of this essay. [ want to thank: Lila Abu-Lughod, Susan Bazargan, Jim Hurt,
Afsaneh Majmabadi, Robert Parker, Richard Powers, Mohamad Tavakoli, Joe
Valente, and Paul Vieille.
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HUMAN RIGHTS ARE
WOMEN’S RIGHT

Amnesty International and the family

Saba Bahar

Women's movements have had formal international Hes since 1902 when the
International Woman Suffrage Alliance was orgamnized. In Hhe late fwenticth
century, globalization of the economy, technology, information, and politics made
comnections among women more widespread. In particular, international meetings
became important to women’s movements from the mid-1970s. These mectings
were the occasion for publishing statistics on women in individual nations and
evaluating women's situation globally. They provided publicity for the incredible
poverty of most wamen, their victimization physically and politically, and the need
to remedy these harsh conditions. Global organizations like Amnesty International
and Human Rights Waich came to see that their work had focused too strictly on
muale political prisoners, the treatment of combatants, and other issues relating only
to men. Feminism was reaching beyond national governments and constituencies
to a global audience.

A major achievement of the last two decades of the twentieth century was the
formulation of projects on human rights as they pertained to women. Human rights
are defined in a variety of ways, from the right to food and shelter to a life free from
violence and abuse. Women's failure to enjoy equal human rights emerged from
these international conferences — for example, in Nairobi, Houston, and Beijing -
as a common bond for women in countries of the North and South alike. Since
World War II the number of people killed globally in wars of liberation, civil wars,
ethnic war, and interstate war has passed the fifty million mark. It has been
estimated that these wars and the accompanying rape have disproportionately
impacted women. Domestic violence and rape in the course of everyday life
constituted another common thread and one that seemed a progressively greater
threat. This chapter charts the emergence of human rights as a feminist theme in
the 1980s and 1990s and its intersection with other activist agendas. Human rights
activism, its advocates maintain, has the potential for reinvigorating political life
at the local level because it encompasses basic needs. In this respect if replaces or

265



