(Un)Veiling Feminism

Contrary to what the title of this essay may conjure, this essay is not
about (un)veiling as a contemporary practice in Islamicate! societies—
about which there is now a very lively and enormous literature. It is about
how feminism itself may have worked as a veil, about the veiling work of
feminism as a boundary marker for secularism of Iranian modernity. My
hope in rethinking the history of feminism is to seek out possibilities for
the present moment of Iranian politics. I mean to be provocative but not
accusatory, seeking to unpack the implications of feminism’s imbrication
in secularism of modernity. By unfolding the veiling work of Iranian fem-
inism in its past history, I hope to envisage possibilities for “building
working alliances” in contemporary Iranian gender politics.2

Let me emphasize at the outset my refusal to generalize the ideas of
this essay to ail Islamicate societies. One of the problems with current dis-
cussions of Islam and feminism is ahistorical generalizations. These gen-
eralizations screen away vast historical and contemporary differences
among countries as diverse as Algeria, Turkey, Afghanistan, and Indone-
sia, to name just a few. My argument assumes historical specificity; it
assumes that to understand what is going on in Iran today, we need to
look at the specific contingent configurations of the politics of modernity
in that country. What may or may not be generalizable cannot be known
from what is assumed to be Islamic, modern, feminist, or secular by any
prior definition of these terms. For instance, the configurations of Islam,
fermninism, nationalism, and secularism that are now unfolding in Iran have
very much to do with the fact that an Islamic republic has been in power
for the past twenty-one years, one that came out of a mass popular revo-
lution. As a very hybridized phenomenon, these developments go beyond
previously dominant and accepted political paradigms. We have an
unshaped and fluid muddle with women as key producers of it! Two con-
cepts, feminism and civil society, move through this complex reconfigu-
ration and acquire new meanings, while crafting a discursive space more
marked by opacity than transparency, thereby challenging our previous
certainty about what divides Islam from un-Islam, secular from religious.
Consider this: The editors of Iran’s two most prominent feminist women’s
periodicals, Zanan [Women] and Hugqug-i zenan [Women’s rights], had
previously been editors of Zan-t ruz [Today’s womarn], a women's weekly
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han Institute. This institore s possibly the most ida.
ologically

arl viciously rigid Tslamise culwral organization in Tran {a seif
Cconscious ideological state appuratus if there ever way vne'), and it pub-
lishas a large number of dailies, weeklies, und other periodicals markereq
to different segments of the population. [ow can we make sense of thix
bastion of Islamist hard-Lners preducing a lineage of feminist edirors?

What is the nieaning of these emergeneces in the overall political mapping
of contempurary Tran?

Woman and the Culture of Revolution

The legal and social resrictions that women hav

¢ faced in Tran since the
1979 revolution are widely

reported. Seemingly trivial matters, such as the
shape und color of a woman’s scarl or the thicknoss of her stockings, have
bien maders of pahlic pedicy and disciplinary measures, Women are far
from legal equals of men, Diespite years of hard wark by women activists,
inside and outside the Parliament, many discriminatory laws passed within
the first few mmonths and years of the Islamic Republic remain on the
books and in full foree, Many secular feminists condnue o frel silenced, if
net repressed or exiled, by the dominant culural and political dlimare.
Yet the past decade has alsa withessed an incredible Nourishing of
women's intellectual and euliral production. Twenry

1979 Islamic Revelution in Iran, not only have women not disappeured
from public Life, they

have an wimistakably active and Browing presence
in practically every field of artistic creation, professional achieverncnt,
educational and indystrial nsfirutions, political participation, and even in
sports activites, It would be tempting for 2 secular feminist, such as
myself, to claim that Irunian women have achicved all thyy despite the
Islamic Republic, against the Islamic Republic, and even against Isiam as
the dominant discourse ? Indeed, for some wornen it has been this deep

existential sense of proving rhemselves aguinst all odds thut be¢ame the
creative energy of their praductions,

=0ne years after e

Yet it is not only appositional energy that accounts for this creative
cutpowring. The rive of the Tslamist movement in the 19705 in Tran sipni-
fied the emergence of a new puitical sociability and the dominunce of a
few discourse, within which womdan-as-culnure occuepied a central posi-
tiom, In this paradigm, imperialist domination of Islamicote sacieties was
sécn (o have been achieved not through military or economic supremacy,
as earier generations of nationalists and sacialists had argued, bur through
the undermining of religion and culiure, mediuted through woman. This
cenmality of gender to the ronstruction of an Islamist polidea! discoyrse
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preu'vcf enerprise open to nonbelievers and non-Muslins, cmphasizing
exp_el'tlsc rather tan faith, and by placing woman, in ber contemporary
social coneretencss and her needs and choices, in the center of their argu-
mr_:nts., they have opened up a productive space for conversations and
alliances among feminists in Iran beyond previous divisions berween sege
uler and Islamise.

It is this kind of hybridization thst hias been received us g threat both
by vi;h_ut ate atten referred 10 us “hard-tine™ Tslamises and by sorme secylar
feminigts, Both sides have transkited these fears and Apprchensions inta
demands on women's righes activists to “olarify™ their pdsiliun by drawi
clear lines between Islatnjun-lslam und theocracy/secularism. ) "

- Without implying any equation in terms of politiey] power and repres-
sive responsibility, I want w point out some of the shared grounds
herfaietn these o responses, from nwe Qppusite corners of the [ranian
p:n[rmjal Imap. One is the issuc of an Tslamic versus seculur divide, Both
em.?es' insist. although for complately different reasons arl rationule. that
this is 4 centzal issue thar rhe middle ground dissidents and refor:mm's
must clarify.

Tho_s-:: actvists working for change in an Isiamic republic, however,
have an _um:rest in nof defining what is sceular and in resisring the urge t&
Firaw a line hetwoen what constitutes lslamic and un-Islamic, This is ot an
1s5ue of compromise with a powerful and repressive stawe, thaugh that
would be reason cnaugh, Nor js it necessarily a ccnscinusi} formulared
tactical congession, The Islamic Eiwernment, not even in its torality but
r_lrmt Faction of 1L currently identified with and coalesced around Agacolinh
?\_han-}cnei fwhose official utle is supreme leader of the revolution, along
with #1s popular and state-sponsored and -organized base tthroughy the
man}lr starc-financed social organizations) are the ones whose world out-
leok is c_:emered arcund a secularireligious divide, They cultivate this divide
by uscribing global meaning to every simall or large issue thut they conceive
as 4 potential challenge to their rule. This i particularly se on jssucs
broadly named culnreat, They see themselves wuly engaged in a culture
war, From satellite dishes to cOmputer kames, from newspapers o films
from the color and shape of a woman’s scarf to what you name g child’
every small or hig marter is linked to the retins of a global culnire war m
whiclh the fates of Islam and revolution are ar srake, 'I:hﬂ.se who resist and
o?:ppnse this totalizing cutloak have every stake in resisting not only the spe-
cific lines being drawn as to whas constitutes Islam and what .un-ls]am.
'.frhat is secular and what ix religious, but the very nodon of drawing am-:'
lincs that would demarcate a religious domain from a secular domain,

The farces of resistance and reform emerging from within the Islamist
mevements as well az [rom outside qli existing political formations amomg
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g post-1979 genertatinn (through new journals, student groups, incal
corincils, grassroots organizations. including from within some govern-
ment-initated projecis)? are formed around incremental, pragmatic, duy-~
w-day #sues with g resistance o allowing these issues to be pushed over
one or the other side of the seculartheocratic line, Whether this is a wc-
rally modvated screcning and sitence, or whether that very divide is now
experienced as disabling o creadng spaces of resistunce und change, 1
cannot claim o knew, Given where many are coming trom (i.g., iskamist
movermnents), I tend to think it is the latter. Whatever the answer to this
fuery, it is this very resistance to drawing a secularftheocratic dividing line
that has produced cxpanded space even for secular forces.

Contrary to iniral fears, for instance, that the emergence of women's
activist currents, including feminists, from Lslamist ranks would further
jenpardize the already precarious social space for secular feminism, their
very existence and muluplication inte many feminist and gender-activist
volces over the past decade, by muddying the clear lines of whar or who is
[slurnist, has enabled feminists who speak secularism to find more hos-
pitable and growing cultural space. The resistance to drawing such clear
lincs has besn exasperating to hard-line Islamists set on keeping thesc
boundaries clear and patrolled. Unfortunately, it has also been received us
unsetling and discomioring by some secular feminists whe often demand
that these women ¢larify their srance and draw this or that line, whether
rhe line of separadon of religion from government, or the line of autonomy
from men. This is guite a dungerous move; for if it succecds in forcing
thern “to choose™ instead of keeping the ground moddled, Huid, and shift-
ing, it will constrict the rransformative possibiliies of the present moment,
The fear thar this kind of vexed hybridizagon will further reduce a precar-
ious space for feminism, like the alarming panic of “hard-line” lslamists,
atrises from the pardeular ways in which feminism has been historically
irmbricated in the production of secularism within lranian modernity,

Rethinking ranian Medernity and Secularism

Since the mid-ninetecnth century, Iranian politcs of modernity has been
marked by the emergence of a specirum of nadenalist and Islamist dis-
courses. Within that spectrum, one notion of Iranian modernity teck
Curape as its model of progress and ¢ivilizagon {Lareggi va temaddun—
the two central terms of that discourse—and increasingly combinad Lhat
urge with recovery of pre-Istamic Iranianism. Other mends sought to com-
bire their nationalism, and the urge w eatch up with Eurape, not with a
pre-lslamic recovery but with Islam, by projecting Shiism as Irananiza-
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tion of Islum in its early centuiries.!? T am emphatically putting the larter in
the spectrum of modernity for two reasons: first, in order to distinguish i
frem countsrmodernist trends, such as that led in the Constitutional Rev—
alution {1906-9) by Shaykh Taxl'allah Nurk; and second, because later
twentisth-century developments largely led to ejecden/abandonment of
what may be called un Islamist nationalist medernist trend from the com-
plex hybridity of lranian modernity

unnl ity reemergence in new config-

uratinns frem the late 1980s. Unril tecently, it had been a commonly
agcepted notion that, since the ninetecnth eennury, lranian politics has
been a bardegtound between modernity snd tradition, with Islam ahvays
in the latter camp.

Early Iranian nationalism, unlike many uticolonial naticnalisms, was
rmore anddespotic and anti-religious-establishment than anGlorsign—
reflecting the fact that Iran was not colonized, though its modern fate
wus very much enmeshed in the world imperial mappings. In the course
of the twentieth conrury, however, an increasingly antiforsign outlook ook
shape: anti-British in the movemenr for natonalization of the British-
owned and -run oil industry in the Late 19405 wnd early 19505, and larer
anti-American with the emergence of the United States as the dominane
economic and polidcal power backing the Shah’s regime in the 19608 and
19705, This amiforeign emergence within Iranian nationalism wus inti-
mately linked with other developments. First, since the 1930s a growing
chasm arose berween the state amd civil society, a virtual void between
government and rhe majority of the population. Perhaps more important
than the realiry of disconnection between civil instimtions and govern-
mental seructures were the cubtural and political repercussions of muking
this void a sucred delineation for dissident politics, the weighr of which
was 50 heavy that any hint of a disvident coming amywhere close 10 some-
one with canneetions to the government was encugh to mark that person
as & weitor. Second, the modernist trends that had striven to combine
nationalism and its quest for modernity with notiens of Islam were ¥irm-
ally (d}ejectedd from the madernist camp, as the later became increasingly
identified with cither the Pahlavi state or with the nationalist, socialist, and
communis. Teft, Islam became consolidated with terms such as radition
and regressipa, marked as an impediment to medernity. Third, since the
19505 Islamism emerged first a3 a challengine and eventually us a domi-
nant {in bogh senses of the word) mode of antistate palirtics.

The 1972 revolution nut only marked the coming togerher of these
trends, but also began theie very unraveling. Once an anrifareign, antina-
donalist, antisecular Islam came to be consolidated within the first years of
the revolulion, the very exercises of state power, and other intervening his-
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qoric ovents such as the eight-yoar Tran-lrag war, began change 5?11 these
tarms. Twentv-one vears later, a different nationalism and a different
Tslam. eppositional and now even semiofficial, have emerged, defined |:1_ot
pecessarily or even primarily dirough any organized political or social
movements hut theough many local micro displuys and performances,
which are not so much opposed ro official state politics but '1-11 a sense
going around it and through it at dmes ucting as if the state isn't there,lat
uther tmes demanding that the state be there, This aspect of the new .d1s-
sident Tranian polidcs is pot simply a result of government restr_lcuons
and acts of repression, Teal as these are. These develepments ars i part
also a leracy of the antstatdsm that had originally produced the 1979 rrn..u
olution, with its sacred void between the stare and the opposition; diis \'m‘d
las since come to be seen as dangerous and funle, as undesirable pelio-
cully and cufrarally. Ve are witnessing politics and culmure with a differ-

egnce in lran.

Rethinking Iranian Ferninism and Secufarism

Similarly, the beginpings of Iranian femioism were not marked by a
boundary, seting Islam to its bevond. Though there were debates among
Wwomen of cerrain issucs, these differences were not consalidated as
ineomparible and contradictery positions, one negating the n_ﬂ::r. Nog
wus Tslam viewed as inherently aniwomen. Anticonstitutionalist forces,
ledd by Shavkh Fazlalah Nuri, grounded their pulitical opposition o the
consdmution and to the reforms advocared by modermists in their inter-
pretations of Islamic precepes, For instance, they argued that the estab-
lLishraent of new sclweols For girls was an example of abrogaton of the laws
of God. The advocates of the new girls” schools, however, dlso drew from
the same sources to angue for femnale education. Ong wornan, in an article
addressed to Nurl, challenged his wisdom and authurily:

II By vaur stetecgent you mean that womankind should not be educuted aL all
nm:L -. _that this is the word of Gord, then please write down where God and
his apprinted wuardians have said these words. . . IF you are then proved
eight, then rell us what the reasons are far such disfavor of Gud, Lhe
prophers and the guardians toward womankind? ..

You mav say that [ have no right o dispure God's affairs. T humbly say
to vou that I am talking about the God that you have devised—a Grogd frea af
ius-(iu:e and an oppressor of wamen, The God that we know and worship is
far too elevated and great to intend such differences berween men and
winnen and command with ne wisdom,
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Qur revered prophet, exalted and glorious, hus said thar Acquiring
kaowledge i3 obligatary upoen all Muslim men and women; there is 2 very big
difference berween sur God whe makes acyuiring knowledge obligatary for
wamen, and yours whe has mgde education fir women forbidden and
against religion, L

In ather words, Nuris clerical voice was oot allowed o hoid g monopoly
of Islamic autherity and ewh, Women challenged him and his rod, in
their own language and in the name of their God.

The common issues of WOICT's activism in this period were first and
faremost women's education and next the reform of murriage and divorce
Jaws. Wamen's rights activisty diverged mosthy on the issue of vaaling, figead,
In the payes of the women’s journal Shukufah {publishad from 1913 o
1916), for insrance, sume writers, such as Shahnax Azad and Sharns
Kasma', wrole in fuvor of tunvelling, while arhers, including the owner ang
editar of fhe journal, Muzayvan al-Saltanah, argued strongly againseic. In
other words, advocydng or Opposing unveiling was not the straightforward
marker of modernity versus antirnodernity that it later became, Within the
ranks of women's rights activists themselves there was a divergence on
thix issue that had nor ranslated itself into antagonistic position: of onc
camp markinge the odher as antimnadern, antircform, or traditionaltise,

If in this carlier period u diversity of women's righrs discourses cxisted
amang actvists, bow did the conflation of modernist with non-Isiamic
and Islamic with tradivion and antmiodern come abouts

A critical period for transformarion of these diversides into upposing
categories was the reign of Rixa Shah Pahlavi (1925-413. One of the
mujor issues with which Riza Shah’s reign hus been marked in Iranian his-
torical memory is the unveiling of women, for both thase who supported
the measure and those who fought it. In its simplest form, (he COIMNCHT,
narrative is that as part of his medernization measures, Riza Shah in 1935
ordered women's wiviling. For opponents of unveiling. the project has
buen secn not onjy as anti-Islamic but as part of a larger imperialist cul-

Lural offensive, with Rixa Shalh as an obedient pawn. Supporters of unvejl-
ing range from those who defend his methods (the scale of state cocrcion
was unaveidable once several vears of persuasion had net produced the
desired result of mass voluntary unveiling by wWomen) o ctitics who hold
the brugality of the canipaign r¢sponsible for it faiture and what is per-
ceived as the Ialer Islamist backlash of the 19405 and eventually the
Islamic Revolution of 197912

There are several problems with this account. For one thing, it
iznores an actual shifi in Rjza Shah’s poliey on this issue. As lafe as fall
1332, the government was opposed ta Blthadurt. that s, replacing Lhe
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chadur with any other full-length outhe?? In a lemer to Shafag-f surﬁ:k
[Hed twilight] in 1930, Afzal Variri ok the government to task on this

[RT10 L

The polce, with extrerne severity, prevent girls from geing to schoo] without
a chadur. .. I a girl of seven or eight goes o schoal without o chadur, the
headmistecss, on the order of the director of the Board of General Tducs-
tiom, will throw her aut of scheol. . . Peesle should he 1eft froe to choose;
dun;l.' command hi'chadurl, nur slop women who discard their chudur, . . .
The government should simply take on the duty of defending :trder andg
prolect women from men’s harassmene. Tt shauld write down and display rfhe
duties of men toward women in public places and buses, and the palice
should fArse of all behave aceordingls and then enforce these pegularions. 1

When the scoond congress of Women of the Fast was held in Tehran [2?_
November-2 December 1932}, Shavkh al-Muik Awrang, a confidunte of
Rixzu Shab, spake repeatedly and vociferously against unveiling as it was
proposed by 4 mumber of women, Three vears later. in Februar}r_ .1936"
the same Mr, Awrang argued for the benefits of women's unveiling 1
Something had changed between December 1932 and February 1936,
Scennd, in the current parcative, wWomen are simply victims of Riza
Shuh's représsive palicy of closing down all independent journals, union_s,
and political parties, including wemen's presses and associations. This
gecount ignores thar more than ceercion was at work: women themselves
were divided nor vnly on the ssue of unveiling, bur alsa on bow to relate
Lr the increasingly cenrralized and autocrutic government of Rixa Shah,
The ditferences on the (un}veiling queston were voiced at length fram the
floor of the congress of Women of the Easi. A number of Iranian womsn
spake in favor of unveiling as & necessary srep for women’s ;)Tngress. Oth-
ers spoke for progress but in opposition W unveiling. The disagreements
aver how Irandan women's rights activists should relae tn Rira Shah’s
gavernment came to o head through the events of this mngn:f.s. .
The congress was hosted by the leading “lehran women's Organiya-
Hon. Jam'ivar-i nisvan-i vatankhwah [Socisty of Patriolic Women, here-
after referred to as SPW]. The site of the congress was shifted from a pri-
vate girls” school, ‘[ffatiyah, whers the first session was held, o the private
residence of SPW"s president, Masturah Afshar (sessions 2-5), and finally
to the hall of the Minisry of Edacaion for its sixth {and concluding) ses-
ston. This shifl in sites indicared the government’s increasingly interven-
tionist role, mediated through a section of SPW leadership that atmed at
centrolling wonien's activism. Awrang officially opened the congress on
27 November. Mrs, Atikhami, the associate director of the women's sag-
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ton of the Red T.ion and Sun {the Irapian cquivalent of the Red Crossh
and wite of Brigadicr General “Abd a)-Riza Afkhami (her full name is noy
given in the records), informed the congress that Princess Shams Pahlay
had agreed o act 2 the honarary president of the congress. She was fol-
lowed by Masturah Afshar. Avccording to Nur al-Huda Manganah, one of
the leading women's rights activists and a member of the baard of direc-
tors of SPW, this lecture wus ot what had been planned by rthe sociery,
She recalled birterly:

Wie had set up & number of commissions [within SP'%’ 1o deal with organiza-
Liva of the Congress], bur Masterah Khar sm would Repoliute maners in the
absence of cammissions [behind the seenes). [ reminded her several rimes,
that she was cureying things aul withow consulting the cuommissions and
without informing qrher wamen, 2#0d that all woncn, members of these
COMIMISRIONY, dre very upset ar her behaviar, .o When the Congress was
comvenad . . Mrs. Mustarah Afshars tepurt was nut about the positive
activiles and achievermeris of Sociery ol Pationic Women, Members heran
o murmur their disconcent, “ This teport had nothing to do with us; [t was
eut ef subject; why didn't she mention vur activities and services; why didn’L
she hanor the founders of qur society such ws Mes, Iskandari and yourself
trhat is, mel*™” Afler this unteuthful repart of Mrs. Masterah Alshar, rhe
persongl side of which overrode the general interests of the Society, 3l the
hard-working members of the Souiery who were commilled to general inter-
cste, including myself wh had cardced the beavy burden ul the Socicry's
work, ast heart and resigned. After that. there was ne bR2 1 pursue the
Sociely’s poals with steadfastess and hard work and reestablish it on 3 firm
and benelicial foundation, The Soviety fll apart, L

What was the coneent of the “unirurhfal repail of Mrs. Masturah
Afshar” that had caused such commotion and demorakization, leading 1o
SPW ccasing all acuivity shottly after the congress? What had she said in
place of reporting “the positive actvities and achisvements of SPYF=:
Afshar’s lecture on the first day of the congress was flled with praise and
appreciation of Ricu Shah, favorahly camparing the siluation of Iranian
women under Riza Shah to other women of the East, on the one hand,
and to the pitfil swte of Tranian women prior to the “shining dawn™ of
the Puhlavi ¢1a, on the ather. While many Iranian women used the occg-
sion of the congress as a plarform from which to address the Itanian gov-
errment critically and raise their demans, farpely speaking w issues of
WOmen's concern, others were more interested in displaying the achieve-
ments of Riza Shah’s government, expressing rheir thankful praises to
him. When there were disagreements among Iranian women (such as on
unveiting, or on whether they should demand that the government send
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women abread for higher education), Awrang waould intervene o weigh
the argument aling governmental policy.’”

If Awrang had failed to stop women from speaking for unveiling when
it was not yer government policy, be had succeeded in bringing a wing of
the movement under governmental manele. Is it possible that the chunge
of governmeneal pelicy on the issue of unveiling was in part a bargain that
th-L:SE women had strizck? The current dissident historiography of
women's organizarions not only credits (blamesy Rizz Shah with the
unveiling campaign, it often considers women such as Masturah Afshar,
[Iyjir Tarbiar, and Sédighé Dolatabacdi us traitors to the eausc of an inde-
pendent women’s movenient and as stooges of Riza Shuh ¥ Komun-s
banpvan [(Women’s Center)—a women's organization established by the
government in May 1935 under the auspices of the Ministry of Education
tar Jead the educationul and propagands campaigns For unveiling and othier
policies concerning women—is considercd g state organization that was
formed on the dead bedies of all previous independent women's organi-
zations, But a womuan such as Dolarabadi could hardly be thoughr of as o
stooge of the government. She had been active in Tsfahan since the bare
1910s in apening schools and publishing a women's jourmal. In 1923 she
went to Euraope to study, and she represented 5P ar the 1926 Cangress
of International Alliance for Women's Suffrage in Paris, and upon her
retarn 0 Iran in 1927 she worked for gitds’ schools in lehran—inuny
years befare Wormen's Center came on the scene. She continued w do
-rnur;:h of the samt after the 1941 abdication of Riza Shah undl her deuth
in 1961, To me a more persuasive account s that for & particular period
her trajectory and that of the government ceineided. Dolatubadi could be
seen 8s using the government, as much gs the government could be seen
using Delatabadi,

Mot only were [eanian woimen divided inthe 19305 on how to relaw
the increasingly autocratic government of Riza Shah, but on the issue of
tumveiling—unlike women’s education and reform of marriage and
diverce laws—rhere was a deep division among Tranian women them-
selves. I suress this division among women because afier the official ban os
the chadur wis imposed in 1936, not only did state vinlence enrer ingo this
picture, but, more critically, an unbridgzsable chasm openzd up among
women. Girls were withdrewn from schools and kepr ar home. Women
teachers who did not want 1o unvell resigned from their jobs ot were dis-
missed—which opened up room far the immediate promotion of other
wonen,® Grirls' schaoks that had been sites of women's public wgcther-
ness, with women acting not omly as students and twachers but ulso as cir-
izens, actively shaping “gender and patriotic siswrhood,” now became
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sites of division. /s later recalled by women whi accepted {or embraced)
unveiling, schools suddenly “became empty.” Beeoming empty obviously
cannat be wuken lireralty, since the very women who nurrate the SIpLiness
of these spaces were there to ohserve and repart that emptness. They had
becume empry only of women whe would not (ot could not. if forbidden
by fathers, brothers, or hushands) unveil. The emptiness expericnesd was
their site of gender and national sisterhood being empred of those “sis-
ters-in-religion™ whe did not return to school. In this stte, all women wha
had wanted modern educaton, who had wanted ¢ refashion themselves
a3 educared mothers and spouses, to escape marriage, or to become pro-
fessional, all who had been advocating reforms of marriage and divoree
laws in canformily with the reforming spirit of Islam, had crafted a spacy
af solidarity and comman activity, All these reforms were considered
Tslamicly acceprable. Not so with unveiling. The unveiling cumpaign gy
enforced by the povernment now expelled sowme fraom this common sile.
As with other measures taken by Riza Shah’s government. modernization
increasingly becarme conflated with only that modernity in which becam-
ing modern was disaffiliated from [slam and made to coincide with pre-
Islamic Iraniamism. It is highly indicalive of the stakes payed out un
womlen’s dress code that official government memoranda of the 1930s
repeatcdiy reforred 1o the new dress code as fibgswy wfaddud-{ nisvan
(clothes of mudernity of women).?! Those who had sought to combine
their guest for modernity with a recomfiguration of Islam were unmistak-
ably marked ax waditional and antmedern—an identification that has only
in rthe recent decade been reshaped. This procwess changed the meanings
of muderniry, Iranianism, and lslam. Iranian moderniry increasingly took
a non-Islamic {though not necessarily anti-Tstamic) meaning. Iranian sec-
ularism and natonalism were criteally reshapred through the expulsion of
a different kind of modernity, ane thay had arrempted to produce a difter-
ent hybrid made of gratting Iranian nationalism with Shi‘sm.

Cutrent accounts of the period, by focusing on the {ssue of violence
of on the issue of suugples berween the state and clerical estabdishment
vver societal authority and power, occlude modernity’s cxpulsion of part
of its own spectrum to peoduce its secularism. Women activists and
organizations themselves were critically involved in the production of
these teconfigurations. In fact, feminism became a most privileged cate-
gory marking Tranian secularism. Perhaps more than any other sociopo-
Litical and cultural issue of contention, women’s rights issues—ns the
expressions clothes of modernity and clothes of céuilization best narrate il—
became markers of secularism of modernity. Feminism became a screen
category (a veii) accluding a historical process by which one kind of
modernity was fashioned through the expulsion of Islam onto the beyond
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of modernity, where backwardness and religion became conflated as scc-
ularism’s abjeer other. It is this historical legacy thar informs the current
fears of contamination of secularism and feminism with religion.

One consequence of this process has been that womem’s ssucs, das
symbolized by tw (un)veiling controversy, proved impossible re build a
consensus around. Mot anky did those opposed to giving up independent
women's activities to state turelage withdraw and become demoralized,
those who did nol want to unvell staved or were driven home. This is a
chasm thar only recent developinents have begun o challenge and change.
There is a recmergenee of conversation and cooperation between seoular
and Islamist women activists today. Islamist women acrivists of roday's
Iran are producrs of the previous era, not only sociclogically, ay many
have abserved, but also in that the terms of “the woman question™ they
have received bear the markings of decades of seciocultiural transfiormea-
uons, They take issues as self-evidently Islamic that their mothers® gener—
ation theught of as un-Islantic.

The emetgence of a vocal feminist position from within the ranks of
the Islamist movement over the past decade in Iran constitutes an impar-
cant break from the past positioning of all Islam to the beyvond of the
modern. By opening up the dormain of [slamic intcrpretation o nonbe-
lizvers and non-Muslims, by insisting on the cyuality of women and men
in ]l areas, by disconnecting the presumed natural or God-given dilfer-
ences beowern women and men from the culrural and social constructions
of gender, these currents have opened up a space tor dialogue and allisnce
between Islamist women actvists and secular feminists, revecsing a sixty-
vear-old rift in which each treated the other as antugonist,

Conclusion

The purpose of my historicizaten of seculurism, naronalism, aod femi-
aism is not to cvoke some golden age narrative in which wonwn wers
united and then became divided. hoping that we could reenact some new
moment of unity, But if L, seowlurisa, nationatin, and Sfeminion ave
historwcally defincd and in changing relationship, thers is 00 reasan not to
imagine reconfipurations of these terms.22 Thinking of Islam as the
antithesis of modernity gnd secularism forecloses the possibilivies of rec-
ognizing thuse emergences and working for these reconfgurations; it
blncks off formation of alliances; it continues 1o reproduce Iskarn as exciu-
sive of secalanism, democracy, and feminism, as a pollutant of these pro-
jects; and it contnues the work of constiwing each as the edge at which
meaning would collapse for the viher,
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The points T have raised so far through a discussion of ferinism and
Islamism pertain 1o g reconsideration of Irunian fationalisnt and Islamism
as well. Like many other madern nuonalisms, the domminane concept of
Iramian natonalism has demanded the assimilation of differences of reli-
gion, language, ethnicity, gender, and sexualicy into & ynitary notion of
Iranianness. Cidzenship seemed to require erasure of difference. Bur [ra-
tianness achueved through such erasures conld speak confidenuy s ingl-
sivity only if Muslimness, Persianness, maseulinity, and beterosexuniity
cuuld be taken for granted, Tranjans who cuuld nat take such privileges for
granted had o masquerade as manly women, Persianized Turks, Islami-
cixed non-Muslims, and heterosexualized subjects; in other words, keep
silent-—if not be silenced-—on their language, gender and sexuslity, and
religions and ethnic differences.

If, however, we begin o Teimaging an Iranianness that would entec-
tain a differcnt relationship betwesn citizenship and difference, then the
possibility rhat one cag speak as lranian and as Muslim, by explicidy
marking Islam and Trun ss scparute domatns, can make it more possibe
also to speak as Tranian and Jewich, as Traniun and Armenian—thongh it
still remains tragically dangerous ro ey 1w speak as Tranian und RBaha’i. To
open up an explicit claim ta Iranjanness as Muslim and feminist could
thus open up ather speaking-as positions. Far from being threatening 1o
secularism, feminism, or Iranianism, it could be promising of a different
sensc of Irarianness that allows new reconfigurations of these terms,
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