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Women’s Satisfaction with Social Conditions

Mahnaz Kousha & Navid Mohseni

This study examines the degree of satisfaction with social conditions
among Iranian women based on a sample collected from 335 women during
1992 and 1994. The paper focuses on variables that might be related to
satisfaction with social conditions. A short survey was designed to measure the
degree of women’s satisfaction. It was hypothesized that: a) women who had
come of age before the revolution would be less satisfied with their social
conditions than younger women who grew up under the Islamic republic; 2)
educated women, coming from better economic backgrounds and hence more
exposed to western culture, would express lower satisfaction than less educated
women and those coming from lower class backgrounds.

The results show that satisfaction with physical and emotional
conditions is closely related to satisfaction with social conditions. Furthermore,
women’s high or low levels of education did not appear to be a determining
factor affecting their life satisfaction. However, women with a Master’s degree
or higher showed a higher degree of satisfaction. Regarding the impact of
income on satisfaction, the middle income categories show more dissatisfaction,
or the least satisfaction among all the income categories. Since not all the
respondents had reported their income, type of housing was also used as another
way of measuring women’s socioeconomic statues.

Whether women work or are homemakers is statistically insignificant
in terms of their satisfaction with the social conditions. However, the
homemakers are approximately 4 to 5 percent less satisfied with the social
conditions. Looking at the type of occupation, the most dissatisfied groups are
secretaries, and those who do personal work. Personal work includes tailors and
beauticians who work at their own homes. Of all women, excluding students
and civil servants, teachers indicate the lowest degree of dissatisfaction. While
no significant relationship between marital status and satisfaction emerged,
interesting patterns surfaced. Married women reported the highest degree of
satisfaction with social conditions. Among those who reported "no satisfaction
at all", single women occupied the first place.

As a whole, the findings in this study demonstrate that neither
socioeconomic status--as measured by education, housing, and income--
employment status, or socio-demographic factors seem to affect the degree of
satisfaction expressed by women in Iran.
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Legal Safeguards for Iranian Women

Mehrangiz Kar

Assuming that the essential function of a legal system is to safeguard
the security of all members of the community, regardless of one’s sex, color,
or creed, the current legal system in Iran must be considered dysfunctional.
For, it is a gender-based legal system where the inequality of men and women
has been officially sanctioned. In such a system the personal safety and civil
security of women are left unprotected, particularly in sensitive and fundamental
areas. Legal discrimination against women, which is clearly a source of
insecurity, is incorporated, inter alia, in laws and regulations covering marriage,
citizenship, custody of children, and criminal liability of juveniles. Furthermore,
some of these laws tend to negate the presumption of innocence whenever
women are involved.

To make matters worse, women’s efforts to correct the system and
change the status que in the legal system are met, not surprisingly, by official
opprobrium. More often than not, those who are actively involved in such
efforts run the risk of being branded as favoring decadent western values and are
at times subject to indictment and prosecution. It is, therefore, imperative to
overhaul the current laws that clearly lag behind decades old advancements made
by Iranian women in social arena. Indeed, there is an urgent need for the
creation of a cultural milieu conducive to the free exchange of ideas about the
legal system as it affects the lives of women in Iran. Not only women but all
members of Iranian society should be involved in this exchange and be allowed
to freely discuss the rights and freedoms of Iranian women in legal, religious
and rational terms and particularly in the context of universally-accepted norms.

The rights of Iranian women are currently being debated within the
decision-making circles of the regime of the Islamic Republic. Two opposing
factions in these circles have continued to challenge each other on this issue.
One of these factions adheres to the traditional interpretation of religious dogmas
and the other is willing to review and adjust those dogmas in the context of the
present day needs of the Iranian women. The future of women’s rights in Iran
and the access of Iranian women to equal protection under the law clearly
depend on the outcome of the ongoig conflict between these two factions.
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Evolutionary Politics and Revolutionary Change: 1965-1978
Activities and Achievements of the Women's Organization of Iran

Mahnaz Afkhami

This article is about Iranian women’s movement for their rights during the two
decades before the Islamic revolution. It describes the structure and operations
of the Women’s Organization of Iran (WOI) as the main body leading the
women'’s rights effort during this period. It focuses on the possibilities and
limitations women encountered as they strove for their rights in Iran, where
society was conservative and patriarchal, state modernist and authoritarian.

Historically, the author argues, women’s rights have been breached
throughout the world across all cultures, ideologies, and religions. In Iran, WOI
tried to define the ideological contours of the women’s movement by initiating
extensive dialogue and debate with women across the nation. Given the state’s
power and its defining role in contemporary societies of the third world, women
need to enlist a modernizing state’s support whenever state’s engagement helps
their cause. As part of its mobilizing effort, WOI helped educate effective
members of the state with regards to women’s issues. On the other hand, given
Iranian women'’s religious proclivities, it was careful to communicate with them
within the bounds of national culture and local idiom. In many cases, to extend
its dialogue with the grassroots, it sought and received support from the more
enlightened clerics.

WOTI’s most important legal achievements were the Family Protection
Laws of 1967 and 1975 which substantially increased women's personal status
rights. Its most important structural accomplishment was the launching of the
National Plan of Action, in which a vast number of grassroots women
participated, and which led to the establishment of structures and procedures
within 12 ministries to monitor the gender impact of all governmental projects
and programs. All of this, the author maintains, became possible because the
women’s movement in Iran was, and is, heir to nearly a century of struggle
for rights waged by countless women from a wide variety of backgrounds.
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fiction which helps us in reality. Shahrzad’s stories create not only an illusion
of reality, but some hidden truth, hidden insight. These insights help readers sort
out their puzzles and predicaments in real life. This illusory reality in works of
fiction does not offer a direct solution for one’s riddles, but the insights it
provides changes attitudes, it lets one look at life in new and subversive ways.
Eventually, it becomes impossible to act as one did before in the face of all the
new vistas, the new possibilities to think and feel and act. Through them one
becomes unstuck; kindled by new insights, imagination sets one free.

Shifting Gender Roles in Twentieth Century Iran
Janet Afary

By the turn of the century three distinct political discourses on gender
relations had become prominent in Iran: 1) A radical modernist discourse that
called for the social, political, and cultural modernization of Iran and that
considered certain changes in gender roles to be desirable factors of
modernization and westernization; 2) an antimodernist religious discourse that
saw the emerging modernity and political democracy as threats to its very
existence and that especially resented any changes in gender roles; and 3) a
technocratic modernist discourse that accepted the new technological aspects of
modernity in the areas of health, hygiene, and educational reform and that
encouraged the construction of more modern women’s bodies without wanting
to alter traditional gender roles in any substantial way.

As women gained new rights in the first half of the twentieth century
through education, employment, and unveiling differences between "radical
modernist" and "technocratic modernist" were gradually minimized. Such a
convergence could take place because, in fact, neither group was concerned with
women’s individual rights, including sexual emancipation; nor could they come
to terms with the extensive shift in gender relations that a feminist agenda
implied. In the second half of the twentieth century, radical intellectuals who had
been committed to modernist ideologies, including greater social, economic, and
political rights for women, became disillusioned with western democracy and
feminism. At the same time the "antimodernist" religious discourse came to
embrace technological and industrial modernization as well as a leftist anti-
imperialist rhetoric. Ultimately, the convergence of these multiple discourses on
the problematic of modernity in a nationalist coalition made the 1979 revolution
possible--with hostility toward feminism forming one of the main pillars of the
new alliance.



Imagination as Subversion: Narrative and Civic Awareness

Azar Nafisi

The focus of this article is on the power of narrative to shape reality
and the relation between individual and social responsibility and imagination.
The frame story of "The One Thousand and One Nights" is examined within the
context of the life of modern Iranian women in the post-Islamic revolutionary
Iran. It responds to a set of questions: How could great works of imagination
help us in our present trapped and helpless situation as women? How is one to
be a woman in a country where individual rights and private spaces are
trivialized compared to the "larger" political issues? Obviously, fiction does not
provide a blueprint for an easy solution, but just as obviously these works help
us reassess and, in a sense, recreate our lives in the face of a seemingly
unchanging and oppressive reality.

The plot of the story is quite simple: Two brothers each ruling over a
kingdom are betrayed by their queens, which betrayal leads one of the brothers
to abdicate and withdraw from the world. The other weds a virgin every night
and kills her in the morning. This state of affairs continue until the country runs
out of virgins and Shahrzad, the Vizier’s wise and imaginative daughter,
volunteers to wed the king. She prolongs her life, the story goes, by telling the
king a story each night for one thousand and one nights until the king gets over
his lethal obsession and they live happily ever after.

Their story suggests that in relation to absolute power one has no choice
but to obey completely and surrender one’s identity or to cheat and lie. It seems
that the two queens must be punished because their disloyalty challenges and
threatens the brothers’ potency as men and their absolute power as kings. But
the subsequent deflowering of the virgins does not restore to the king what one
woman took away from him. Neither he nor they learn anything from their
tragic fate. One can not change a stagnated situation unless one can appraise it
from a distance, can see it differently from the one who has created it, can see
it reflectively and imaginatively to reveal possibilities hidden in the stalled
reality. As victims these women do not take the responsibility of trying to
change the situation; they simply cheat or succumb.

Only Shahrzad has the ability to see herself through seeing others in her
position. This distinguishes her not only from the king but from all other
characters in the story. Shahrzad fashions her reality not through physical force
as does the king but through imagination and reflection. It is this attitude in
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