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abstract
This paper examines how a group of women’s rights activists in Iran who identify 
as Muslim represented themselves prior to the emergence of the 2022 Mahsa 
Movement, and why they were reluctant to adopt the labels ‘feminist’ or ‘Islamic 
feminist’. Drawing on 11 in-depth interviews conducted between 2018 and 2022, 
this qualitative study highlights the strategies these women employ to resist 
patriarchy and respond to the negative connotations associated with the term 
‘feminism’. The paper argues that the demand for gender equality serves as a central 
objective of the activism of these women’s rights activists. The study’s findings show 
that the term ‘equality-seekers’ offers a more accurate and representative description 
of these women. Moreover, the article contends that strategies such as ‘working 
with the lights-off ’ and ‘bargaining with patriarchy’ have effectively raised public 
awareness about gender-based discrimination in Iran. The Mahsa movement stands 
as a prominent example of the success of these strategies, demonstrating how years 
of gradual gender consciousness-raising and capacity building ultimately paved the 
way for the emergence of a widespread resistance movement led by young women 
and girls.

Keywords: Iranian Muslim women’s rights activists, equality-seekers, patriarchy, lights-off strategy,   
self-disavowing feminist 

INTRODUCTION

The women’s movement in Iran has a long 
and complex history, beginning in the late 
19th century with pioneers like Bibi Khanom 
Astarabadi,1 who challenged male dominance 
and prevailing social norms through works 
such as Ma’ayeb al-Rejal (The Flaws of Men) 
in 1894 ( Javadi and Floor 2010). Over time, 
this movement evolved alongside many other 
historical struggles, leading to more structured 
activism, including the recent ‘Woman, Life, 

Freedom’ uprising. This paper refers to this 
uprising as the ‘Mahsa Movement’, in honour of 
Mahsa ( Jina) Amini—the young woman whose 
death in the custody of Iran’s morality police in 
September 2022 sparked nationwide protests 
across Iran. Protesters chanted, ‘If we don’t 
unite, we’ll be killed one by one’, symbolizing 
how Mahsa’s fate could have been that of any 
woman. During this movement, Iranian women 
employed a simple yet powerful act of resistance: 
appearing unveiled in public spaces. Mandatory 
veiling has long symbolized not only the Islamic 
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identity of the Islamic Republic but also the 
regime’s control over women’s bodies and has 
functioned as a mechanism through which 
the regime enforces its ideological dominance. 
Therefore, defying the veil represents a 
direct challenge to one of the regime’s core 
legitimizing symbols (see also Asadi Zeidabadi 
2022; Sigurdardottir et al. 2024).

Although resistance to compulsory 
veiling and politicizing the hijab is not a new 
phenomenon in Iran (see Paidar 2002; Kashani-
Sabet 2005; Tohidi 2023), the widespread 
public rejection of compulsory veiling during 
this movement marked a turning point. Women 
transformed public spaces, from streets and 
restaurants to buses, metros, and public events, 
into arenas of everyday resistance. 

Symbolic acts of resistance against 
hijab had already occurred prior to this. For 
example, in December 2017, Vida Movahed 
stood atop a utility box on Enghelab Street in 
Tehran waving her white scarf tied to a stick 
in protest of mandatory veiling. As Charaki 
and Zohoori (2023) note, colors like white, 
yellow, and green symbolize peace; using these 
colours in non-violent protests raises awareness 
about peace, justice, and equality. This paper 
explores how such acts embody the concept of 
‘slow peace’ (Donahoe 2019)—a form of peace 
that gradually builds meaning and momentum 
through symbolic, subtle, and sustained efforts.

This paper focuses on a specific group of 
Iranian women’s rights activists who identify 
as Muslim and advocate for gender equality 
from within the religious, moral, cultural, social, 
and political constraints of their society. These 
women deliberately avoid calling themselves 
‘feminists’, not necessarily because they 
reject feminist values, but because the term 
carries political meaning, ideological tension, 
and significant political risk associated with 

identifying with a label that is often stigmatized 
by the regime. 

This paper explores how and why these 
women adopt alternative labels to describe their 
activism, explain their self-identifications and 
positionings in the women’s rights movement 
in Iran. In addition, it sheds light on their 
collective strategies to raise public awareness 
about gendered discrimination. Theoretical 
frameworks guiding this study include Deniz 
Kandiyoti’s (1988) concept of the ‘patriarchal 
bargain’, Susan Faludi’s (1991) theory of 
‘antifeminist backlash’, and Donahoe’s (2019) 
concept of ‘slow peace’.

Deniz Kandiyoti’s (1988: 275) concept 
of the ‘patriarchal bargain’ helps to explain 
the nature of gender ideology across various 
contexts, highlighting various forms of women’s 
active or passive resistance to oppression. These 
bargains are neither uncontested nor static; they 
are ‘susceptible to historical transformations’ 
(ibid.). Women may, at times, reinforce 
traditional or even humiliating practices within 
this framework to gain new rights or benefits 
(Andrews and Shahrokni 2014: 153). Kandiyoti 
(1988) argues that examining women’s strategies 
provides critical insight into patriarchal systems 
and how they intersect with culture, class, race, 
and gender. These coping strategies reveal 
how men and women resist, accommodate, 
and negotiate access to resources, rights, and 
responsibilities.

In addition to Kandiyoti’s theory, this 
paper draws on Amanda E. Donahoe’s (2019) 
concept of ‘slow peace’. Inverting Rob Nixon’s 
(2011) concept of slow violence, as gradual and 
out of sight, dispersed across time and space, 
and attritional, Donahoe proposes slow peace as 
a similarly gradual and often unnoticed process. 
She defines it as a peace that emerges through 
everyday, localized practices that are banal 
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yet meaningful, carried out by communities 
rather than elites, and grounded in long-term 
investments such as community development, 
capacity building, and social cohesion (Donahoe 
2019: 160).

This paper also applies the framework of 
‘antifeminist backlash’ introduced by Susan 
Faludi (1991: 10), who describes it as a ‘perpetual 
viral condition in our culture’, one that resurges 
whenever feminist movements make significant 
progress. 

The next section provides historical 
background on women’s rights activism, 
feminism, and Islamic feminism in the Iranian 
context. Thereafter, I will introduce materials 
and methods used for this study. The analysis 
then focuses on the strategies employed by 
women participants to avoid the feminist label 
and how they position themselves within the 
movement. Finally, the paper reflects on the 
patriarchal backlashes participants face and 
the strategies they employ to confront these 
challenges. 

WOMEN’S RIGHTS ACTIVISM, 
FEMINISM, AND ISLAMIC 
FEMINISM IN THE IRANIAN 
CONTEXT 
The roots of the women’s movement in Iran 
date back more than a century. Understanding 
today’s women’s movement requires examining 
this long historical trajectory. In the late 19th 
century, women were active in major political 
and social struggles, such as opposing the 
Reuter concession of 1872 and taking part in 
the Tobacco Protest of 1891–1892 (Mahdi 
2004). During the famine of 1870–1872, even 
before the Constitutional Revolution (1905–
1911), Iranian women played significant roles in 
social unrest (Cronin 2021). 

The Constitutional Revolution marked 
a formal turning point, encouraging women’s 
education and participation in public life 
(Kashani-Sabet 2005). However, patriarchal 
society, government, religion, and traditional 
norms hindered women’s progress. Advocates of 
modernity promoted women’s rights, women’s 
education and participation in nation-building, 
alongside assurances that these new rights and 
opportunities would not prevent women from 
fulfilling roles as dutiful daughters, faithful 
wives, and self-sacrificing mothers. They assured 
Iranians that women’s education would benefit 
the whole nation (Gashtili 2013). However, the 
proposed reforms did not extend to support 
for women’s suffrage (Tohidi 2016; Moghadam 
2004). 

During the Pahlavi era (1925–1979), 
top-down modernization introduced reforms 
such as gender desegregation and mandatory 
unveiling. Women were encouraged to adopt 
Western clothing styles and engage in public 
life, symbolizing Iran’s progressive image 
(Abrahamian 1982; Tohidi 2002). Despite these 
reforms, the era was marked by contradictions: 
men retained legal authority in the family, 
polygamy remained legal, and women still 
could not vote. By the 1960s, a new generation 
of upper-middle-class women had begun 
campaigning for legal and economic rights, 
including voting and employment opportunities 
(Gashtili 2013; Mehan 2024). The White 
Revolution (1963) led to some legal reforms and 
the inclusion of women in executive roles, but 
these changes were implemented in a top-down, 
male-dominated manner that limited grassroots 
participation (Mahdi 2004).

The 1979 Islamic Revolution profoundly 
impacted the women’s movement. Women 
were central to revolutionary mobilization, 
yet they remained on the losing side of this 
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power transition (Bayat 2013). In the post-
revolutionary period, the regime imposed 
mandatory veiling, reinforced gender 
segregation, and introduced laws restricting 
women’s rights. The chador2 became a symbol of 
the revolution’s gender ideology (Paidar 2002; 
Moghadam 2004). On March 8, 1979, only a 
few weeks after the revolution, thousands of 
Iranian women protested the imposition of 
mandatory hijab, but their resistance was met 
with the rapid expansion of gender-segregated 
spaces (Moghissi 2009; Mehan 2024).

In this post-revolutionary context, 
women’s rights activism in Iran has largely 
revolved around three primary discourses: 
Islamist fundamentalist, Islamist reformist, 
and secularism (Sadeghi 2010). Islamic 
feminism emerged primarily from the Islamist 
reformist strand, which sought to reconcile 
Islamic principles with gender equality through 
reinterpretation of religious texts (Moghadam 
2002; Mir-Hosseini 2011; Vanzan 2012). 
Scholars such as Badran (2001) and Mir-
Hosseini (2006) emphasize that Islamic 
feminism in Iran is an indigenous response 
that uses religious reasoning to reclaim 
women’s rights while operating within Islamic 
frameworks. Publications such as Payam-
e-Hajar and figures like the editors of the 
magazine Zanan (Women) played central roles 
in Islamic feminism’s early articulation and 
dissemination. 

Yet the emergence of Islamic feminism 
has also generated considerable debate 
and tension. Islamic feminists have faced 
opposition on multiple fronts. On the one 
hand, conservative Islamists reject feminism—
Islamic or otherwise—as a Western construct 
incompatible with Islamic values; on the 
other, secular and exiled feminists question the 
effectiveness of Islamic feminism in achieving 
full gender equality (see Barlow and Akbarzadeh 

2008; Mojab 2001; Paidar 2002; Mahdi 2004; 
Moghissi 2011). These tensions were evident 
at the 2005 International Congress on Islamic 
Feminism in Barcelona, where participants 
engaged in heated debate over whether Islamic 
principles can truly support feminist objectives 
(Badran 2010). Against this backdrop, a key 
question emerges: in the Iranian context, is 
Islamic feminism a new form of subjugation, or 
does it signal the rise of women’s agency? (Kian-
Thiébaut 2010)

Haydeh Moghissi (2009), a prominent 
critic of Islamic feminism, argues that in many 
Muslim societies, especially with the rise of 
Islamism, the dominant legalistic interpretations 
of Islam are primarily heard, obeyed, and often 
enforced through coercion, to the detriment of 
women. While acknowledging that the Quran 
and Islam may not be inherently misogynistic, 
she contends that these religious frameworks 
have been used to legitimize patriarchal 
structures embedded in these societies. Similarly, 
Mojab (2001), focusing on Iranian theocracy, 
argues that the Islamization of gender relations 
has produced an oppressive form of patriarchy 
that cannot be dismantled merely through legal 
reforms. Together, these critiques cast serious 
doubt on the capacity of Islamic feminism to 
serve as an effective emancipatory framework in 
such contexts.

In contrast, scholars of Islamic feminism, 
such as Mir-Hosseini (2006, 2011) and 
Al-Sharmani (2024), critique this external 
skepticism, highlighting that it often overlooks 
the insights of Islamic feminist scholars living 
and working within Muslim societies. They 
stress the importance of local contexts as key 
factors in shaping diverse forms of Islamic 
feminism. 

The election of reformist President 
Mohammad Khatami in 1997 marked a 
turning point for women’s rights activism in 
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Iran. With increased public attention to civil 
rights and gender equality, Islamic feminists, 
alongside some secular activists, began 
challenging patriarchal interpretations of 
Islamic texts and jurisprudence (Mahdi 2004; 
Moghadam 2002). Activists such as Azam 
Taleqani, Monireh Gorji, Shahla Sherkat, 
Farideh Mashini, and Sedigheh Vasmaqi have 
advocated for the reinterpretation of Islamic 
texts—particularly the Quran and Sharia-based 
legal codes—arguing that prevailing patriarchal 
interpretations are entrenched in the political 
and legal system. These activists argue that 
the existing interpretations of Islamic law are 
not divinely fixed, but are products of male-
dominated structures and, therefore, subject 
to revision (Moghadam 2002; Mir-Hosseini 
2011).

Despite these efforts fostering gender 
awareness and modest legal reforms, patriarchal 
structures persisted. Civil law continued 
to define men as heads of households and 
restricted women’s autonomy in areas such as 
education, employment, and travel (Mansour 
2016; Moghadam 2002). 

The populist government under Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad (2005–2013) intensified the 
backlash against women’s rights activists in 
Iran. The administration shifted focus away 
from gender equality to family values, renaming 
the ‘Center for Women’s Participation Affairs’ 
the ‘Center for Women and Family Affairs’ 
(Barlow and Akbarzadeh 2008: 22; Kolaee 
2008: 4). Women’s Non-Governmental Organ
izations (NGO) faced restrictions, and those 
advocating gender equality were often labeled 
national security threats. This approach was 
overwhelmed by backlash strategies, with 
extremist parliamentarians reducing women’s 
roles to family duties (Kolaee 2008: 9). These 
restrictions tightened further after the 2009 
Green Movement, during which women 

played prominent roles in protests against 
election fraud, only to face regime repression 
(Kamalipour 2010). 

In this context, secular activism, which 
originally emerged from a religious reform 
context, increasingly distanced itself from 
Islamism, criticizing its regressive gender 
policies. Over time, a number of these Islamic 
feminists and activists began to frame Islam 
itself as a key source of women’s subordination 
(Chubin 2024). 

However, Kian-Thiébaut (2010) highlights 
how secular feminists and Islamic-reformist 
activists have strived to reclaim women’s 
political presence and challenge discriminatory 
laws. Islamic feminists, through dynamic and 
critical interpretations of the Quran and Islamic 
traditions, resist the state’s use of religion to 
justify gender inequality. Kian-Thiébaut (2010) 
emphasizes that it is impossible to make a 
definitive judgment about whether these efforts 
by Islamic feminists will lead to profound 
structural changes, noting that this remains an 
open and unresolved question. Nevertheless, she 
acknowledges that Islamic feminists assert their 
autonomy through innovative reinterpretations 
of Islam and sustained activism aimed at 
reshaping gender power relations in Iran. By 
engaging with these complexities, this study 
shows that the Muslim women I interviewed 
deliberately avoid adopting the ‘Islamic feminist’ 
label. In doing so, they both assert their agency 
and strategically expand the scope of their 
freedom within the intricate social and religious 
context of Iran.

DATA AND METHODS 
This paper is a case study of Muslim women’s 
rights activists in Iran who advocate for 
gender equality while navigating authoritarian 
governance and shifting religious and cultural 
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norms. Operating in a context where openly 
identifying as a feminist can be risky, these 
activists frame their demands in terms of 
equality and justice, deliberately avoiding the 
feminist label.

To explore how and why these activists 
identify themselves with labels other than 
‘feminist’, and how they respond to misogynistic 
backlash, I conducted 11 in-depth, face-to-face 
interviews with Muslim women’s rights activists 
inside Iran. Nine interviews took place in 2018, 
and two more were conducted in the summer 
of 2022 prior to the Mahsa Movement. Except 
for one participant from the city of Mashhad, all 
were based in Tehran. The interviews, conducted 
in Farsi and later transcribed and translated 
into English by the author, ranged from one 
to four hours. Participants were between 28 
and 93 years old, held university degrees, and 
worked in fields such as education, journalism, 
and politics, including one former member 
of parliament. All had active involvement in 
women’s NGOs, either as founders or long-
standing members. While they were not 
formally asked to introduce themselves, their 
social and professional identities emerged 
naturally in conversation. All had lived in Iran 
since the 1979 Islamic Revolution and had 
maintained long-term engagement in women’s 
rights advocacy. 

This study does not aim to generalize 
the entirety of women’s activism in Iran. As 
Czarniawska (2004) reminds us, qualitative 
interviews in social research offer not a direct 
mirror of reality, but a sample of it. Rather than 
pursuing representativeness, this study aims to 
provide a nuanced, qualitative understanding 
of how these Muslim women’s rights activists 
define and position their activism within the 
broader sociopolitical context of Iran.

Conducting interviews with civil society 
actors in Iran presents distinct ethical and 

practical challenges. Many activists expressed 
concerns about potential repercussions, such 
as arrest, job loss, or surveillance. One activist 
declined to participate despite assurances of 
anonymization, citing fears of phone monitoring 
and reprisals. Access to activists was only 
possible through trusted personal networks, 
including friends, family, or colleagues. These 
relationships were crucial for building the trust 
necessary for open and honest dialogue on 
political sensitive topics. Following Brounéus 
(2011), ethical awareness guided every stage of 
fieldwork, from initial contact to publication. 
Participants were fully informed of the project’s 
aims, methods, and their rights to anonymity 
and withdrawal, and all identifying information 
was removed to protect their safety in this 
repressive environment. 

Thematic analysis of the interviews 
identified recurring themes: rejection of the 
feminist label, strategic self-positioning, Islamic 
feminism, equality seeking, patriarchal culture, 
women’s resistance strategies, and bargaining 
with patriarchy. Together, these themes reveal 
how women in this study exercise agency by 
deliberately navigating and resisting both 
regime control and everyday patriarchy.

NEITHER FEMINIST 
NOR ISLAMIC FEMINIST: 
ASSERTING AGENCY 
AND EQUALITY-SEEKING 
(BARABARI KHAHI) 
This study focuses specifically on Muslim 
women’s rights activists in Iran who negotiate 
between their own ideological values and state-
imposed constraint. One of the central findings 
of this study is that most participants explicitly 
rejected the label ‘feminist’, a discovery that 
challenged my initial assumption that the 
research would document feminist activism 
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in Iran. Although these women engage in 
work that clearly promotes gender justice and 
equality, they prefer terms like ‘equality seekers’, 
or ‘women’s rights activists’. This language 
reflects not only their ideological standpoint 
but also a strategic distancing from a term 
that carries heavy political baggage within the 
Iranian context.

This rejection directly challenges dominant 
academic narratives that often impose labels 
such as ‘feminist’, ‘Islamic feminist’, or ‘secular 
feminist’ on Iranian women activists, regardless 
of how these activists identify themselves (see 
Ahmadi 2006; Afshar 1996; Tohidi 2016; Asadi 
Zeidabadi and Aghtaie 2025). This paper builds 
on these authors’ critiques, urging researchers 
to listen to how Iranian women define their 
activism and position themselves within the 
Iranian women’s movement. It does not claim 
that all Iranian women’s rights activists follow 
this strategy or reject feminist labels (see Fazaeli 
2007, 2016). Rather, it analyzes how the Muslim 
women’s rights activists in this study strategically 
negotiate feminist labels in response to Iran’s 
political and ideological landscape.

Among the interviewees of this study, 
Monireh Gorji (1929–2025) stands out as  
a pioneering Islamic feminist in Iran. As the 
sole female member of the ‘Assembly of Experts’ 
that was responsible for drafting the Islamic 
Republic’s constitution in 1979, she challenged 
the Guardian Council’s restrictive interpretation 
of Article 115, which limits the presidency 
to rajol-e siyasi (traditionally understood as  
a ‘man of politics’). Gorji argued that the term 
rajol should be interpreted more inclusively 
as ‘political figure’, regardless of gender. 
Throughout her life, she consistently advocated 
for a reinterpretation of Islamic texts in support 
of women’s rights.

In a 2018 interview for this study, she 
criticized the male-dominated political 

establishment as the ‘men’s tribe’ and described 
her ongoing efforts to challenge patriarchal 
religious interpretations, despite facing 
significant resistance. She stated:

It is not true that only men could be 
president in Iran. Rajol does not include 
just men. It is a big lie. I have been trying 
to clarify this understanding; however, all 
people in position of political authority 
were men with the same way of thinking. 
This misinterpretation comes from their 
misunderstanding and misinterpretation 
of women’s rights in the Quran and Islam.  
I challenged many of them and held several 
meetings and discussions on this issue over 
the years, but I was not successful. All this 
made me leave politics. (Gorji, Tehran 
2018)

Despite being credited as a foundational figure 
in Islamic feminism, Gorji herself rejected the 
label. I asked her multiple times during our 
conversations whether she identified with the 
term, and she consistently denied it. Although 
she rejected the label ‘Islamic feminist’, Gorji’s 
lifelong advocacy continued through private 
Quranic study sessions that served as informal 
civic spaces for discussion and activism. These 
sessions, which I attended for two weeks as part 
of my fieldwork, were held at her home five 
days a week. These gatherings, active for over 
40 years, have served as quasi-NGOs, where 
participants—many of whom are educated, 
civically engaged, and involved in NGO or 
political work—discuss women’s rights, social 
issues, and practical solutions to problems faced 
by Iranian women. 

In discussing the women’s movement in 
Iran and the use of different labels for women, 
A 65-year-old activist challenges the restrictive 
use of labels. She argues that dividing women 
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into categories such as ‘secular feminists’ or 
‘Islamist feminists’ not only fails to advance their 
demands but can also weaken solidarity. Instead, 
she emphasizes the value of local experiences 
and the diversity of paths toward equality:

In my opinion, Iranian women face unique 
experiences in this region. I do not  agree 
with categorizing women as secular or 
Islamist feminists. If feminism is about 
reducing discrimination and ending 
tyranny against women, then anyone, 
regardless of religion and beliefs, can be  
a feminist. Women in Iran show remarkable 
courage in their efforts to reduce gender 
discrimination. Each of us can define our 
path within feminist discourse. Iranian 
women need to pursue their demands 
in ways that reflect our own context and 
local realities. In every religion, region, and 
any way of thinking, women can shape  
a local vision for advancing women’s rights. 
(Women’s rights activist, Tehran 2018)

Among the interviewees were other women who 
had previously identified as Islamic feminist but 
no longer felt aligned with the term. A 55-year-
old activist reflected: 

I used to be an Islamic feminist and was 
active in Monireh Gorji classes, but I no 
longer see myself as an Islamic feminist 
(Women’s rights activist, Mashhad 2018).

In her research, Fazaeli (2007) observed  
a similar shift. She explains how some women 
who once identified as Islamic feminists no 
longer feel comfortable with the term. She 
argues that the rejection of the Islamic feminist 
label often stems from a changing relationship 
with political power (Fazaeli 2016). While  
I acknowledge Fazaeli’s (2007) analysis of the 
shift away from the Islamic feminist label, 

I argue that this rejection is not solely due to 
one factor; rather, political repression and state 
surveillance are among the most prominent 
obstacles these women face.

An interesting observation from the 
interviews was that some women tentatively 
accepted the feminist label after discussing its 
meaning, but then quickly qualified or retracted 
their acceptance. For instance, a 58-year-old 
activist living in Tehran stated, ‘Well, based on 
this definition, I guess I am a feminist’, but then 
quickly added, ‘Still, I prefer not to use that 
label to define myself or my activism’. 

Fazaeli refers to such conditional identities 
as ‘self-confessed feminists’, whereas I offer 
the alternative term ‘self-disavowing feminist’ 
to capture a different nuance. In these cases, 
Patricia Misciagno’s (1996) concept of ‘de facto 
feminism’ is useful for understanding individuals 
whose actions align with feminist values while 
they reject the label itself. Misciagno explains 
that, beyond the rejection of ‘feminism’ for 
ideological, historical, and political reasons and 
its perception as a foreign or Western import, 
many societies maintain stereotypes that portray 
feminists as anti-family or anti-religion, further 
contributing to women’s reluctance to identify 
with the term. In the same manner, Parvin 
Paidar (2002), an Iranian scholar, introduced the 
term ‘pragmatic feminism’ to describe Iranian 
women who prioritize coalition-building and 
social change over rigid classification. 

This article, however, refrains from 
imposing any feminist label to avoid enacting 
structural violence through discursive 
misrecognition. When these women reject 
labels such as ‘feminist’ or ‘Islamic feminist’, the 
label itself—whether as a prefix or a suffix—still 
carries meanings they seek to avoid. Applying 
such labels therefore disregards their agency and 
subjectivity in choosing or refusing particular 
identity markers.
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Interview data illustrates this conscious 
rejection, shaped by the women lived experiences 
under an authoritarian regime. Despite rejecting 
the label, the participants consistently emphasize 
gender equality, gender awareness, and the need 
to raise societal sensitivity to gender issues. 

A 75-year-old activist metaphorically 
described her resistance: 

I hear some sounds from the train of 
domination. We women try to put 
ourselves between the doors of this train of 
domination, so that air can enter and create 
more spaces for women. (Women’s rights 
activist, Tehran 2018)

Like other participants, she explained that her 
emphasis lies in gender equality and women’s 
rights, and that her rejection of the feminist 
label is a deliberate strategic choice shaped by 
existing political constraints. Another activist, 
a 65-year-old woman, recounted that she had 
been called several times by security forces. 
She described one such incident during an 
interrogation, in which the interrogator accused 
her of ‘westernizing’ Iranian women because of 
an article in Zanan magazine. She explained 
how she responded to the interrogator’s 
misunderstanding of feminism:

I responded to him that based on your 
definition—that I want to westernize 
women—then I am not a feminist at all. 
I have my own approach and definition 
when it comes to women’s rights and 
gender equality. I told him: ‘No, I don’t 
include myself in these definitions, and  
I don’t care about these titles’. I always try 
to consider women’s demands within the 
Iranian context. (Women’s rights activist, 
Tehran 2018)

She also went on to defend herself by 
referencing a campaign launched during the 
2016 parliamentary elections, in which even the 
head of the Parliament encouraged women to 
work toward securing 30 percent of the seats. 
Accordingly, she told the interrogator during 
the session:

If the head of the Parliament is advocating 
this, then, by your logic, he is also a 
feminist. So maybe, by that definition, I am 
too. (Women’s rights activist, Tehran 2018)

Such statements demonstrate how women’s 
rights activists in this study navigate shifting 
identities in response to regime scrutiny and 
political repression, while advancing women’s 
rights through alternative, less scrutinized 
strategies.

The reluctance to adopt the feminist label is 
also tied to broader anti-imperialist sentiment in 
Iran. Historical interventions, such as the 1953 
coup supported by the CIA and MI6 (Tohidi 
2016), have created deep skepticism toward 
Western ideologies. Feminism, introduced into 
Iranian discourse through secular frameworks 
(Mahdi 2004), is viewed by regime authorities 
as a foreign ideological import. Moreover, term 
feminism itself is controversial in Iran. Lacking 
a native Persian equivalent, it is viewed as  
a Western import (Paidar 2002: 12). This not 
only allows those in power to frame feminists 
as dangerous but also encourages resistance 
among Iranian activists themselves, leading 
them to adopt alternative terms that align better 
with local cultural and religious sensitivities. As 
Mir-Hosseini (2006) notes, whereas Western 
feminists can draw from secular ideologies, 
Muslim women activists in Iran must constantly 
prove that they are ‘good Muslims’.

Participants in this study emphasized that 
independent women’s rights activists in Iran are 
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often portrayed by the regime as foreign agents 
undermining traditional family structures. As 
one 47-year-old activist explained:

I do not care about these labels or 
definitions. I just trying to create more 
breathing room for women. (Women’s 
rights activist, Tehran 2018)

Her statement reflects a pragmatic approach to 
activism, prioritizing real-world outcomes over 
any ideological or political alignment. Another 
activist, a 75-year-old woman, who has been 
involved in women’s rights both before and after 
the Islamic Revolution described her identity 
and position within the Iranian women’s rights 
movement as that of a ‘Muslim Iranian woman’ 
who seeks equality and justice. She argued that 
Iranian activism has evolved beyond traditional 
feminist frameworks and aligns more closely 
with post-structuralist approaches—those 
that value diversity and the multiplicity of 
lived experiences across different communities. 
Echoing this view, another 65-year-old 
activist explained her understanding of the 
women’s rights movement in Iran and how she 
situates herself within feminist discourses. She 
emphasized that the specific socio-political 
context of the region has profoundly shaped 
Iranian women’s experiences. She criticized 
the oversimplified categorization of women as 
either ‘secular’ or ‘Islamist’ feminists. In her view, 
feminism should aim to combat discrimination 
and resist oppression against women, and it 
must be an inclusive movement that embraces 
individuals from all religious and ideological 
backgrounds. She further stated:

Feminism must encompass a plurality of 
narratives and methods, allowing each 
woman or group of women the freedom 
to articulate their own version of feminist 

discourse. I am an Iranian Muslim woman 
with my own religious beliefs; however, 
I do not wish to distinguish myself from 
secular women. We are all pursuing the 
same goal: equality. (Women’s rights 
activist, Tehran 2018)

This perspective recognizes that feminism 
may manifest differently across contexts, 
especially in the Global South, where activists 
often navigate complex intersections of faith, 
politics, and culture. While inspiration from 
global feminist movements can be valuable, it is 
crucial that these strategies for women’s rights 
emerge from lived realities of Iranian women 
themselves. These women’s approach implies 
that women, regardless of their religion or 
ideological background, can develop localized 
interpretations and strategies for advancing 
women’s rights in ways that are responsive 
to their specific contexts and needs. Many 
interviewees emphasized that labels and titles 
such as ‘feminist’ can be limiting, not only due to 
the risks imposed by the regime but also because 
such terms are often seen as exclusionary.  
A 75-year-old activist stressed that inclusivity 
must be prioritized above all else and she stated: 

Even when referring to the ‘Iranian 
women’s movement’ as a singular entity, 
we must be careful to recognize that this 
movement includes women from a broad 
spectrum of ideological, religious, and 
practical backgrounds. (Women’s rights 
activist, Tehran 2018)

Drawing on my close engagement with feminist 
activism in Iran, I acknowledge, from an insider 
perspective, that diversity exists among activists; 
thus, this approach represents an innovative 
and context-responsive path toward gender 
equality in Iran. Cockburn (2003) supports this 
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approach, arguing that limiting diverse women’s 
movements into a singular feminist framework 
can obscure the significance of building alliances 
across differences. This activist, therefore, 
insisted that we should speak of ‘movements’ in 
the plural when referring to women’s activism in 
Iran. They underscored the importance of unity 
among women’s rights advocates. A 49-year-old 
activist explained:

We must avoid anything that causes 
internal fragmentation (Women’s rights 
activist, Tehran 2018).

In a conversation with another 75-year-old 
activist, a powerful moment emerged. Reflecting 
on how Iranian women support one another 
and define their resistance independently of the 
feminist label, she asked me, the interviewer:

Am I a good woman? Am I endorsed by 
Western standards or not? (Women’s rights 
activist, Tehran 2018)

That question became the driving force 
behind this article. It offers deep insight into 
activists’ perceptions when external, predefined 
frameworks are imposed on local struggles 
and on women’s desire for inclusivity. Rather 
than passively accepting or rejecting these 
narratives, the women in this study advocate for 
inclusivity and gender equality while avoiding 
labels. This activist, like many others, explained 
that the ‘feminist’ label can be dangerous in a 
regime that deliberately weaponizes the term 
to justify repression and accuse women of 
Western allegiance. This complexity resonates 
with Cockburn’s (2003) anti-essentialist view 
of feminism as recognizing multiple, fluid 
masculinities and femininities that vary across 
time and place.

The rejection of the feminist label is not a 
denial of feminist values, but a survival strategy. 
Activists intentionally avoid language that could 
fragment the movement or increase risk. Far 
from being less feminist, these women chart 
innovative, context-sensitive paths to advance 
women’s rights in environments where openly 
identifying as a feminist can have serious 
consequences.

EQUALITY SEEKERS: 
CONTESTING THE STATE’S 
NARRATIVE OF GENDER 
JUSTICE
In the context of Iran’s authoritarian regime, 
women’s rights activists must navigate complex 
ideological and political terrains. This section 
examines how a specific group of Muslim 
women’s rights activists, who strategically reject 
the feminist label, articulate their commitment 
to gender equality through locally resonant 
language, particularly the concept of barabari-
khahi (seeking equality). The term barabari-khah 
(equality seeker) emerged repeatedly during the 
interviews, and women used it to describe both 
their goals and identities.

The significance of this term lies in its 
challenge to dominant state discourse. The 
concept of ‘equality’ has faced strong resistance 
from state authorities in Iran. The term ‘equality’ 
has long faced resistance from authorities, who 
emphasize biological differences between men 
and women and promote a framework of ‘equal 
but distinct rights’. As part of this discourse, 
officials often seek to replace the term ‘gender 
equality’ with ‘gender justice’, a concept that 
remains vague and is frequently deployed to 
legitimize patriarchal control (Paidar 2002: 
257).

In adopting the term ‘equality seeking’, 
the women in this study are not simply making 
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linguistic choices; the term primarily refers to 
eliminating legal and social discrimination 
between men and women in areas such as 
marriage, family law, education, employment, 
and political participation. For some, equality 
meant securing equal rights within an Islamic 
framework through reinterpretation of Sharia 
law. For others, the notion of equality aligned 
more closely with secular or international 
human rights standards. Despite their diverse 
viewpoints, all emphasized the following 
principles: fairness; dignity; legal recognition 
of women’s rights; and autonomy and self-
determination for women. Many discussed 
that gender differences do not constitute a 
valid justification for unequal access to rights, 
asserting that ‘justice comes after equality’ 
or that ‘justice relies on equality’. One of the 
women in this study, a 63-year-old activist, 
asked:

Why are women, who do not have equal 
rights, subject to the same punishment? 
(Women’s rights activist, Tehran 2018)

Her statement highlights how replacing ‘gender 
equality’ with ‘gender justice’ allows authorities 
to limit women’s agency, defining their rights 
within the regime’s framework. A 55-year-old 
activist living in Mashhad pointed out that the 
regime in Iran favors ‘gender justice’ because 
it validates essential differences between men 
and women. However, the regime’s definition 
of justice remains ambiguous, and this vague 
terminology is used as a tool for patriarchal 
control. A 44-year-old activist echoed this 
point explaining that the regime’s emphasis on 
‘justice’ instead of ‘equality’ is a patriarchal tactic 
designed to restrict women’s rights by avoiding 
substantive discussions on gender justice. She 
argued: 

Equality or justice are not complicated 
issues; both are about the rights women 
are defending. But making them appear 
complicated is a means of dominating 
women. (Women’s rights activist, Tehran 
2018)

These insights demonstrate the activists’ 
strategic agency as they contest and navigate 
dominant discourses. These careful language 
choices reflect a fluid and pragmatic feminist 
praxis under authoritarianism.

Legal challenges illustrate this dynamic. 
For instance, Article 1105 of the Iranian Civil 
Code asserts: ‘In relations between husband and 
wife, the position of the head of the family is 
the exclusive right of the husband’ (Mansour 
2016), illustrating how traditional and religious 
interpretations of gender justice perpetuate 
male dominance within the family structure. 
Activists highlighted that the regime’s insistence 
on confining women to the domestic sphere 
functions as a political tool for authorities to 
suppress broader women’s rights discussions.  
A 65-year-old activist explained: 

The authorities in Iran impose their 
dominance everywhere (Women’s rights 
activist, Tehran 2018).

This approach, often framed as ‘gender justice’, 
not only reinforces patriarchal norms but also 
facilitates widespread control over women’s 
rights across different domains of life. The 
activist further described the regime’s response 
as a form of ‘revolutionary dictatorship’, 
where control over women has been central to 
preserving the Islamic Republic’s authority since 
1979. Another woman, a 42-year-old activist, 
also emphasized:
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Any activity related to women’s issues is 
assumed to be a political action, and the 
regime consistently accuses women’s rights 
activists of acting against the government 
and religion (Women’s rights activist, 
Tehran 2018).

This perception aligns with that of other 
interviewees who noted that advocacy for 
women’s rights in Iran is often perceived as a 
threat to national security and to religion. As 
a result, women who criticize the dominant 
ideology or oppose the existing political system 
are frequently marginalized, even within 
women’s circles. This dynamic echo is what 
Eileen Evason (1982 cited in Donahoe 2017) 
terms as living within an ‘armed patriarchy’, 
where religious and political ideologies are 
deeply intertwined, and any deviation from 
established norms can result in accusations of 
being anti-religious or anti-culture.

WE ARE GOING ON WITH 
OUR ‘LIGHTS OFF’: STRATEGIES 
OF MUSLIM WOMEN’S RIGHTS 
ACTIVISTS IN IRAN
This section introduces the strategic approach 
of ‘lights-off ’, which Muslim women’s rights 
activists adopt to navigate state repression. 
This approach, characterized by subtle, less 
visible activism such as charity work, allows 
activists to pursue feminist goals without openly 
adopting feminist labels, which could entail 
political risk. This strategy aligns with the 
concept of slow peace, as the ‘lights-off ’ strategy 
can be understood as banal and dispersed—
both temporally and spatially—rather than 
spectacular, functioning as a process of accretion 
(see Wibben and Donahoe 2020). Such ‘lights-
off ’ activism acknowledges the deliberate 

caution exercised by these women to avoid the 
attention of regime surveillance.

One 65-year-old activist illustrated this 
reality with a powerful metaphor, saying that 
women in Iran ‘move forward with their lights 
off ’. This phrase reflects a strategic approach 
that enables activists to build societal capacity, 
empower women more effectively, and gradually 
enhance their status. 

Another activist, aged 48, elaborating on 
this strategy, stated:

As we become famous, the regime begins 
monitoring our activities (Women’s rights 
activist, Tehran 2018).

These kinds of statements reflect a conscious 
strategic form of resistance that prioritizes safety 
and sustainability. In a society that engages in 
different kinds of gendered restrictions, women 
can contribute to slow peace. A peace, that as 
Donahoe (2019: 160) puts it, is ‘gradual and 
out of sight’ and carried out by local actors 
and communities. Such forms of activism, 
that are discussed throughout this paper, 
contribute to capacity building and community 
empowerment. These strategies emphasize 
how women confront immediate threats while 
simultaneously constructing a sustainable 
movement aligned with the principles of slow 
peace, as a gradual, often overlooked form 
of transformation that is nonetheless deeply 
impactful.

For instance, a 40-year-old activist 
described the strategies employed by women’s 
rights activists in Iran, highlighting their focus 
on tangible, practical outcomes for women 
living inside Iran. She argued that the foremost 
concern for activists in Iran is addressing 
immediate and pragmatic issues. She further 
emphasized: 
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Our mission to enhance women’s lives 
in Iran is urgent and ongoing (Women’s 
rights activist, Tehran 2018).

This urgency was echoed by a 55-year-old 
activist, who highlighted the bottom-up nature 
of their struggles:

Our struggles and the changes we seek 
are bottom-up: our struggles reinforce the 
everyday nature of resistance; the changes 
will be a major victory for other women 
and for society. (Women’s rights activist, 
Mashhad 2018) 

She also pointed to the complex nature of 
women’s resistance in a society burdened 
with numerous challenges related to women’s 
rights and status. She highlighted issues that 
Iranian women face, such as legal and cultural 
restrictions, a husband’s or father’s permission 
being required for travel, mandatory dress 
codes, restrictions for female athletes, and legal 
obstacles in matters of marriage, divorce, child 
custody, and parental authority. In this regard, 
one activist recounted a tragic example of a case 
of acid violence where a hospital refused to treat 
a woman who had been severely burned by acid 
because, by law, spousal consent was required. 
Accordingly, the same husband who committed 
the act of violence was the one asked to grant 
permission for her to be treated. She added:

This is the reality Iranian women’s rights 
activists face, and we are fighting against 
it. My role as an activist is to raise public 
awareness about these issues so that people 
truly understand what it means, legally, for 
a man to be the ‘head of the household’. 
We must raise awareness through the 
media, meetings, and even by word of 
mouth. (Women’s rights activist, Tehran 
2018)

All interviewees in this study agreed that 
patriarchal laws impact women’s lives in Iran. 
They unanimously believed that Iran’s family 
law significantly constrains women’s freedom 
and quality of life on multiple levels. A 65-year-
old activist asserted:

Women’s rights activists resist the 
patriarchal laws. We frequently encounter 
problems caused by this law and are 
convinced that women can no longer 
endure such deeply flawed legislation. 
(Women’s rights activist, Tehran 2018)

Raising awareness has taken various forms over 
the years, including the notable ‘One Million 
Signatures’ campaign launched in 2006. This 
grassroots legal consciousness-raising campaign 
aimed to collect one million signatures—via 
door-to-door outreach, public gatherings, and 
online platforms—in support of reforming 
discriminatory laws against women (Ahmadi 
Khorasani 2010: 128). Beyond petitioning, the 
campaign served as a platform for community 
engagement, encouraging open dialogue among 
women and men through meetings, public 
seminars, and conferences. Sameh (2014) 
regards the campaign as a turning point in 
Iranian women’s rights activism due to its shift 
toward grassroots legal consciousness-raising. 
It brought attention to the compromised legal 
status of women in areas such as marriage, 
custody, inheritance, and divorce. In its second 
phase, the campaign aimed to collaborate with 
legal experts to draft alternative legislation 
to replace these unjust laws. However, the 
movement was ultimately suppressed.

Activists also highlighted the role of 
Zanan magazine, a well-known feminist-
leaning publication that has played a major role 
in promoting gender awareness in Iran. Zanan 
addressed women’s issues often considered 
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taboo in Iranian society, such as domestic 
violence, sexual health, and legal inequality. 
Due to its bold editorial stance, the magazine 
was frequently censored or shut down by regime 
authorities and accused of promoting feminist 
ideas that challenged the regime’s gender 
ideology. As Podder (2015: 56) argues, these 
examples reveal how ‘simple everyday activities 
present the realm of the possible’ in promoting 
societal change. 

Incorporating the ‘lights-off ’ strategy 
within the broader framework of slow peace 
enriches our comprehension of how gradual 
actions, conducted out of sight, and dispersed 
across time and space, can contribute to 
significant social change. One of the clearest 
manifestations of this ‘lights-off ’ approach 
emerged during the nationwide uprising of 
the Mahsa Movement in 2022. Years of gender 
awareness and capacity-building by women’s 
rights activists—often conducted gradually 
and in silence—resulted in a spontaneous, 
widespread resistance movement. Young 
women, increasingly conscious of their denied 
rights, initiated bold and visible forms of 
protest. Through changes in dress, acts of 
civil disobedience, and the public rejection 
of compulsory hijab, they fundamentally 
challenged the regime’s ideological oppression 
of women’s bodies (see Sigurdardottir et al. 
2024).

While compulsory veiling remains enforced 
in Iran by law, with lawmakers continuing to 
introduce punishments such as fines, vehicle 
confiscations, and increased surveillance, women 
and especially young women in Iran are actively 
pushing back against the regime’s control. 
They often resist compulsory veiling and the 
symbolic and practical restrictions imposed on 
their bodies in public spaces. These kinds of 
changes initiated by girls and women have not 
occurred overnight but were the result of years 

of grassroots efforts aimed at raising gender 
consciousness and building resistance capacity. 
Thus, the Mahsa Movement can be seen not as 
a sudden event, but as a powerful expression of 
slow, deliberate change, an extension of what is 
defined as ‘slow peace’. 

While these forms of ‘lights-off ’ activism 
reflect deliberate and context-sensitive 
strategies, the women in this study also spoke 
about the challenges they face from beyond 
Iran’s borders. They explained that Iranian 
activists in the diaspora sometimes place 
pressure on women inside Iran to take explicit 
positions on the political system. It is important 
to reiterate that the interviews referenced in 
this paper were conducted in 2018 and 2022, 
before the Mahsa Movement. This clarification 
matters because time is a crucial factor in 
analyzing social dynamics, especially in a society 
like Iran that is undergoing deep and ongoing 
transformations. The women interviewed at that 
time emphasized their efforts to bring about 
change, even if small or incremental. They were 
fully aware that this approach was sometimes 
met with criticism, particularly from activists in 
the diaspora. As one interviewee, a 65-year-old 
woman, explained:

 
This is the system we are living in, and we 
must design our reforms within it. If we sit 
around waiting for them (Iran’s political 
regime) to go, we will have lost valuable 
time. Tying all our efforts to the fall of 
the Islamic Republic is not a wise strategy. 
(Women’s rights activist, Tehran 2018)

She added: 

Some accuse us of compromising with 
the regime. With that mindset, I might 
as well dig myself a grave and lie in it—
because nothing will ever move forward if 
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it all depends on regime change. (Women’s 
rights activist, Tehran 2018)

These differing perspectives, which sometimes 
lead to tensions, have historical roots in the 
Iranian context, as seen during the One 
Million Signatures Campaign in 2006. 
This campaign, which aimed to reform 
discriminatory laws against women, garnered 
support from Iranian communities outside 
the country (see Sameh 2019). As part of my 
follow-up study, I also interviewed several 
women in the diaspora who had signed up to 
this campaign. Our conversations focused on 
how a coalition could be established between 
women inside and outside Iran in the fight 
for women’s rights. One campaign signatory 
in Berlin, interviewed in 2022, reflecting on 
the campaign and considering the Mahsa 
Movement, shared a striking observation: 

We signed the campaign, but even then, 
we had some criticisms. For example, we 
believed that abolishing the mandatory 
hijab should have been one of the 
campaign’s demands. However, our 
colleagues inside Iran disagreed, arguing 
that the political authority in Iran is 
too sensitive about this topic, and that 
including it could provoke immediate 
repression. We accepted their position, 
because they believed the time wasn’t right. 
(Women’s rights activist, Berlin 2022)

She also emphasized the need for caution in 
publicizing their support, saying:

 
We never disclosed our support or 
contributions, because we knew it could 
pose security risks for women inside Iran 
(Women’s rights activist, Berlin 2022).

It is important to acknowledge the existing 
tensions and differences between women inside 
Iran and those in the diaspora. In this case, 
internal activists prioritized pragmatic demands, 
while supporters in the diaspora sometimes 
pushed for bolder goals, like ending mandatory 
hijab (Sameh 2019). However, exploring these 
divergences and how collaboration can still 
occur across them remains a critical research 
question, though it lies beyond the scope of this 
paper. 

Ultimately, the ‘lights-off ’ strategy within 
the framework of slow peace sustains women’s 
rights activism under repression, enabling the 
gradual yet persistent out-of-sight pursuit of 
women’s rights.

BARGAINING WITH 
PATRIARCHY: STRATEGIC 
ENGAGEMENT WITHIN 
GENDERED CONSTRAINTS
Deniz Kandiyoti’s (1988: 275) concept of the 
‘patriarchal bargain’ offers a valuable framework 
for understanding how women navigate and 
sometimes resist patriarchy in different societies. 
These patriarchal bargains are not static; they 
evolve in response to shifting historical and 
social contexts. Women may engage in resistance 
and activism, sometimes reinforcing traditional 
practices to gain new rights or negotiating 
space within the patriarchal systems (Andrews 
and Shahrokni 2014: 153). Kandiyoti (1988) 
asserts that these coping strategies can reveal 
how men and women resist, accommodate, 
adapt to, and come into conflict with each other 
over resources, rights, and responsibilities. This 
framework allows us to understand how women 
resist, adapt to, and negotiate with patriarchal 
structures to secure their rights and freedoms. 
This dual burden reflects the inherent duality 
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in women’s strategies: the need to conform to 
prevailing gender norms while also seeking to 
challenge and transform them. It aligns with 
Kandiyoti’s argument that patriarchal bargains 
are shaped by cultural norms and specific gender 
expectations, requiring women to constantly 
balance survival within the system and efforts 
to reform it.

The women at the center of this study are 
Muslim women’s rights activists in Iran who, 
while operating within the ideological and 
legal framework of the Islamic Republic, have 
developed ongoing strategies of resistance. 
These resistance strategies, though deeply 
shaped by patriarchal expectations, reveal how 
such women push for legal and social reforms 
through negotiation, and they should not be 
mistaken for passive acceptance. Rather, they 
reflect a pragmatic and evolving form of activism 
grounded in deeply contextual understandings 
of law, religion, and political risk. 

Some scholars have questioned the 
effectiveness of challenging laws deeply rooted 
in religious texts (see Moghadam 2003) and 
argued that discussions framed within an 
Islamic perspective can be inherently anti-
pluralist and sometimes incompatible with 
feminist values (Gashtili 2013; Moghissi 2011). 
They also warn that ‘Islamic feminism’ may 
reinforce the fusion of religion and politics in an 
authoritarian context like Iran (ibid.). However, 
the women in this study situate their activism 
within this complex context, emphasizing 
survival, negotiation, and incremental reform as 
vital strategies. They view bargaining with the 
patriarchy as a vital strategy both for progress 
and for making more space for women within 
the existing political and religious system. This 
approach reveals how these Muslim women’s 
rights activists, despite facing severe constraints, 
actively seek pathways to advance their rights 

through dialogue and negotiation with religious 
authorities.

The Iranian context is particularly 
illuminating for studying these dynamics. 
Iran’s civil legal system is rooted in Islamic 
jurisprudence, and its political structure 
intertwines religion and state power. As a 
result, women’s rights activists often require 
engagement with religious authorities, legal 
scholars, and policymakers—all of whom operate 
within an Islamic framework. For example, one 
68-year-old activist interviewed in this study 
detailed her strategy to revise the abortion law. 
She explained that she spent months lobbying 
religious authorities to secure a fatwa that 
would allow for abortions up to the 18th week 
of pregnancy in cases of severe adversity. This 
process of negotiation underscores the complex 
bargaining strategies employed by Iranian 
women’s rights activists, who must navigate 
not only legal but also cultural and religious 
norms. Referring to the multifaceted nature of 
patriarchy she had encountered throughout her 
activism, she remarked:

 
Some of my friends asked me not to put 
myself at risk and to stop insisting on 
changing this law. Even the Minister of 
Health at the time warned me about these 
activities and said he could not support me. 
(Women’s rights activist, Tehran 2018)

Her story underscores the complexities of 
negotiation within a patriarchal religious system 
and highlights the personal risks involved in 
such engagements. 

A 65-year-old activist also reflected on this 
dynamic and the slow but significant reforms in 
divorce law by stating:
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Iranian women have made significant 
efforts to enact and sustain changes. The 
gradual reforms in divorce law stand as 
evidence of the remarkable achievements 
of Iranian women. Although the law still 
has many shortcomings, we have made 
changes step by step. (Women’s rights 
activist, Tehran 2018)

Given that Iran’s civil legal system is rooted 
in Islamic jurisprudence, the women in this 
study believed that engagement with influential 
religious leaders is essential—if not always 
acceptable to all—for pursuing legal reforms. 
Negotiating with patriarchy under existing 
cultural and political constraints underscores 
the real limitations that women in Iran face 
daily. Often, they must find ways to secure 
greater rights within a deeply patriarchal 
system. However, the activism described here 
is frequently met with backlash, not only from 
state institutions and conservative actors, but 
also from feminists and activists, particularly 
those in the diaspora. The latter argue that 
such bargains are kind of a compromise with 
patriarchy. Susan Faludi (1991: 10) uses the 
term backlash to describe such dynamics. As 
she notes, such resistance and reactions tend to 
re-emerge when feminist movements begin to 
gain notable attention and visibility. 

Nevertheless, the women in this study 
maintained that, despite these criticisms, their 
adopted strategies have led to tangible outcomes. 
For example, one participant explained that 
after years of effort, during the reformist 
government, women’s NGOs were able to 
focus on marginalized groups such as mothers 
struggling with addiction, homeless women, 
trafficked women, and sex workers—topics 
long considered taboo in the Iranian context. 
According to her, activists, despite threats 
and arrests, have succeeded in making the 

challenges faced by these groups visible within 
Iranian society, an achievement that would not 
have been possible without negotiations with 
patriarchal structures and religious authorities. 

As several interviewees emphasized, the 
continued struggle of these women contributes 
to the heightened visibility of gender awareness 
in society, even when political authorities 
attempt to suppress. They believe that although 
women’s issues may be repeatedly marginalized, 
women’s rights activists in Iran must continue 
their efforts and adopt peaceful strategies to 
bring about change.

Notably, the One Million Signatures 
Campaign for the reform of discriminatory laws 
against women (2006), the ongoing resistance to 
compulsory hijab (since 1979), and the Mahsa 
Movement (2022) are powerful examples of the 
persistent struggles of women in Iran for gender 
equality. As a 77-year-old activist remarked: 

Certain historical events and some types 
of activities resemble ‘light’; they cannot 
be denied or permanently suppressed 
(Women’s rights activist, Tehran 2018). 

This statement reflects the long-standing and 
deeply rooted nature of women’s movements in 
Iran. It reveals that the patriarchal system and 
laws that instrumentalize religion and culture to 
dominate women cannot halt the momentum of 
these movements.

CONCLUSION 
The aim of this paper was to explore how a group 
of Iranian women’s rights activists who identify 
as Muslim, identified themselves and why they 
were reluctant to adopt the labels ‘feminist’ or 
‘Islamic feminist’. Drawing on 11 in-depth 
interviews conducted between 2018 and 
2022, before the Mahsa Movement, the study 
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highlights how these women resist patriarchy 
and how they respond to the sociopolitical risks 
associated with feminist terminology. Although 
their practices often align with feminist 
principles, such as advocating for women’s 
rights, promoting gender equality, and helping 
other women, these activists strategically and 
deliberately avoid identifying with either 
feminist or Islamic feminist labels. 

Their avoidance of the feminist label 
stems partly from its association with Western 
ideology and partly from the political and 
security risks attached to the term in Iran. 
The state’s use of the term ‘feminism’ as a 
stigmatizing tool to delegitimize women’s 
rights activism further influences how these 
women choose to describe their work. The fact 
that some of these women once identified as 
Islamic feminists and later distanced themselves 
from the term, or preferred not to use any label 
at all, reveals the fluid, strategic, and evolving 
character of feminist praxis under authoritarian 
rule.

One of the key findings is that, regardless 
of the specific label these activists choose to 
adopt, gender equality remains a central goal for 
these women. Based on this finding, this article 
proposes that for these women who are ‘self-
disavowing feminists’, the term ‘equality seekers’ 
may serve as a more accurate and representative 
description of their activism. 

At the same time, although these women’s 
actions align with feminist values, this article 
deliberately avoids imposing any feminist 
label—with any prefix or suffix—on them. 
Doing so risks enacting a form of structural 
violence, through discursive misrecognition, that 
erases their agency and subjectivity in choosing, 
or refusing, a particular identity marker.

The study also identifies two strategies 
used to resist patriarchy: advancing women’s 
rights ‘with the lights off ’ and ‘bargaining 
with patriarchy’. The ‘lights-off ’ strategy 
enables gradual progress while avoiding regime 
surveillance, allowing activists to build social 
capacity and promote women’s empowerment 
in subtle and often invisible ways. Bargaining 
with patriarchy is a vital strategy for progress, 
creating more space for these women within the 
existing political and religious system.

The 2022 Mahsa Movement illustrates 
the effectiveness of such long-term strategies. 
The movement demonstrates how years of 
gradual gender consciousness-raising and 
capacity-building ultimately paved the way for 
a nationwide resistance movement, led by young 
women and girls. By challenging the ideological 
control of the regime over women’s bodies—
most notably by defying the compulsory hijab—
the Mahsa Movement marked a transformative 
moment. The moment is particularly significant 
given that, less than two decades earlier, during 
the One Million Signatures Campaign, raising 
such demands was considered too dangerous for 
Iranian women’s rights activism.

Despite obstacles, Iranian women continue 
to resist structural constraints. Whether through 
mass mobilizations like the Mahsa Movement, 
or more gradually by means of the ‘lights-off ’ 
strategy, their efforts represent a sustained 
struggle for gender equality. This analysis thus 
highlights the importance of speaking about 
women’s movement(s) in Iran in the plural 
rather than the singular. The plural form 
reflects the diverse political, ideological, and 
generational perspectives that shape women’s 
rights activism in Iran.
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NOTES
1	 Bibi Khanoum Estarabadi established the first 

school for girls (Dooshizegan) in Iran in 1906 
(Leer 2016). Ma `ayeb al-Rejal [The Vices of Men] 
by Estarabadi was one of the first instances of a 
woman writing on women’s issues in nineteenth-
century Iran. This crucial book explains the norms 
of gender and sexuality in upper-class Iranian 
society at the end of the nineteenth century (Leer 
2016).

2	 Chador is a kind of veil that covers women 
from head to foot and is usually black in colour 
(Abrahamian 1982: 140).
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