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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION AND TRANSLATION 

 
For transliteration, I have followed the modified version as exemplified in Karman Talattof’s 
(1996) and Ervand Abrahamian’s (1982) works. In this version, I have not used any diacritical 
marks since this dissertation is a work of social science and not linguistics. The non-English 
words that are well-known in the English language, such as bazaar or hijab and words that are 
quoted have been used consistent with that representation and without initialization—even if the 
Persian pronunciations such as in case of hijab (pronounced hejab in Persian) are inconsistent 
with the prevalent English spelling. Any other Persian words are spelled based on the dominant 
Persian pronunciations in contemporary Tehran. 
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NON-ENGLISH TERMS AND PHRASES 

Books and Publications 
 
Aftab-e Lab-e Boom      Sunlight on the Edge of the Roof 
Atash-e Khamoosh  Silent Fire 
Boof-e Koor Blind Owl 
Did-o-Bazdid       Visit and Revisit 
Gharbzadegi       Westoxification 
Iftar-e bi Moq’e      Untimely Iftar 
Jafar Khan az Farang Amadeh    Jafar Khan is Back from Europe 
Khasi dar Miqat       Lost in the Crowd 
Khoosheh       Cluster 
Lak-e Soorati       Pink Nail Polish 
Modir Madreseh      School Principal 
Naqd o Barresi Ketab: Qeseh Pardazi  Book review: Sadeq Hedayat’s  
Sadeq Hedayat Story-telling   
Samanoo-Pazoon      Samanoo-Cooking 
Sangi Bar Goori      Headstone 
Setayesh-e Khojasteh az Dariya va     Khojasteh’s praise for the Sea and  
Nefrinash beh Ahan       her curse against Iron  
Zan-e Ziyadi       Superfluous Woman 
 
Films  
 
Asrar-e Ganj-e Darreh-ye Jenni  Secrets of the Treasures of the Jinn  

Valley  
Ganjineh-ha-ye Gohar      The Crown Jewels 
 
Organizations 
 
Anjoman-e Adabi-e Tehrān      Literary Society of Tehran 
Hezb-e Rastakhiz       Rastakhiz Party 
Hezb-e Zahmatkeshan Mellat-e Iran    Toilers Party of Iranian Nation 
Kanoon Nevisandegan      Iranian Writers Association 
Niroo-ye Sevvom      Third Force Sazman-e Cherik-ha-ye 
Fadai-e Khalq       Organization of Iranian People’s  

Fedai Guerrillas  
Sāzemān-e Ettelā'āt va Amniyat-e Keshvar (SAVAK)  National Organization for Security  

and Intelligence 
Words 
 
Abgoosht       Stewpot  
Adabiyat-e Mote’ahed      Committed literature 
Alhamdulillah       Praise be to Lord   
Allahu Akbar       God is great 
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Antar-e Alahazrat       His Majesty’s baboon 
bazaari       Merchants from Bazaar 
Bi-effat       Unchaste    
Bozorg arteshtarana      Grand Commander of the Armed  

Forces 
Chacun pour soi      Each for himself 
 
Chador       Long Islamic veil intended to cover- 

up women 
Chaker        Obedient servant 
Dokhtar-e dam-e bakht      Young girl of marriageable age 
Effat va esmat       Chastity and Modesty    
Ensha’e khaleh zanakaneh Meaningless and gossipy 

composition     
Farangima’ab       Foreign-mannered 
Fa’el        actor (top in sexual intercourse) 
Fitnah        revolt 
Fokoli        Detachable collar 
Gherti        Dandy 
Gheyrat       Honor 
Hammam       Bathhouse 
Iranima’ab       Iranian-mannered 
Jahel-ha        Ignoramuses 
Javanmard       Chivalrous  
Khak bar sar-e to ba oon emamet Dust on your head with that Imam of 

yours     
Khanoom rayis       Boss Lady (Pimp) 
Khoshk-sar        Hot-tempered 
Khvaharan-i vatani      Patriotic-sisters 
Khvaharan-i dini      Sisters-in-religion 
Khvaharan-i naw’i      Gender-sisters 
Khodaygan        Godhead 
Lavand       Vamp 
Maktab       Old-styled primary school  
Maroofeh       Sex worker (female) 
Monavvar al-fekr      Intellectual (archaic) 
Meubles-neshin ha      Sofa-users 
Na-mahram        Unrelated male or female 
Namard       Cowardly, dishonorable, unmanly 
Nan (naneh)       Mother 
Ostad        Professor, Master, Mentor 
Panjah-o-Seh Nafar      Fifty-three Persons 
 
Qalamdan       Pen-case 
Qoromsaq       Pimp to one’s wife 
Roshanfekr       Intellectual 



10 
 

She’r-e no       Modern poetry 
Sholi        Flabby  
Sofreh        Cloth that is spread on the floor and 
on  

which food is served 
Sookhtan-o-sakhtan    to put up with something despite  

suffering     
To sari khor       Passive; easily bullied  
Velkhand       Laughs too much and too easily  
Zan-sefat       Woman-like 
Zanan-e zahmatkesh      Woman-toilers 
Zurkhaneh       Traditional Persian gymnasium 
Zaban-e mari       Sharp tongue  
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ABSTRACT 

My research examines the impacts of Jalal Al-e Ahmad, Simin Daneshvar and a selection of their 
intimate intellectual circle on the hegemonic masculinity of their era as it approached the 
“unthinkable” Iranian Revolution of 1979. Given that Al-e Ahmad became so profoundly 
influential as it relates to the emergence of the post-revolutionary Perso-Islamic identity, my 
dissertation focuses primarily on Al-e Ahmad’s life, letters and literary work. More specifically, 
I am interested in examining the gender practices among this selection of Pahlavi-era Iranian 
intellectuals in their personal lives and their literary works. Since the reconfiguration of gender 
practice is influenced by multiple actors in both state and civil society, my analysis utilizes a 
Gramscian framework of cultural change which carefully explores the significant role that 
intellectuals can play in the continuous renegotiations of gender practices.  

After establishing a working structure of Iranian hegemonic masculinity in the Pahlavi Era, I 
offer six areas of inquiry. Chapter 1 gives a brief overview of the 19th-20th century intellectuals 
in modern Iran and locates Al-e Ahmad in that context. Chapter 2 establishes the framework for 
hegemonic masculinity during the Pahlavi Era by examining the driving forces of Iran’s 
reconfigurations of hegemonic masculinity including the state and religious patriarchy as well as 
the Iranian women’s rights’ movement. Chapter 3 focuses on how Al-e Ahmad's relationship to 
Daneshvar challenged and reinforced hegemonic masculinity. Chapter 4 explores a selection of 
Al-e Ahmad’s short stories in the context of violence and injustice under religious and state 
patriarchy. Chapter 5 delves into Al-e Ahmad’s Westoxification as it relates to hegemonic 
masculinity and silence. Chapter 6 examines Al-e Ahmad, sex, sexuality and gendered 
renegotiations in the context of religiosity, secularism, and the unfulfilled rupture of sexual 
taboos. This research concludes by noting that while Al-e Ahmad and his intimate circle 
reinforced hegemonic masculinity, if we are to look at gendered performativity as something that 
needs repeated performance, these disruptions - however unintentional or fleeting - bring us one 
step closer toward a sustainable rupture of hegemonic masculinities.  
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(Re)membering1 the 1979 Revolutionary Era 

Before immersing in the analysis and (re)membering of my childhood and what 

essentially shaped my personhood, I must emphasize that as a primary school-aged child, I did 

not have the analytical tools which would allow to me to fully understand the circumstances of 

the 1979 revolutionary era. Nonetheless, I was very much able to emotionally experience the 

volatility as well as the inspirational transformative potential of the moment. Similar to today, 

where we have many primary school children who are well-informed about social justice 

movements such as Black Lives Matter or LGBTQIA+ rights movements, and others who have 

little to no information about such events, during Iran’s revolutionary era, there were those like 

myself who were interested in the events while many of my peers had little to no sense of the 

moment.  

I cannot tell you about the exact reasons behind my interest or the pull towards that 

revolutionary movement; perhaps it was the stories of my father being in Shah’s prison or my 

older cousin who taught me my first revolutionary song as we were sitting on the steps of her 

house, the many friends and relatives who were involved in the protests, or the absolute sense of 

justice that made sense in my young mind. But I can tell you that regardless of the limitations of 

my young mind, I felt the repression. I asked my father and older cousin, what must have seemed 

like a million questions and formed my own childish version of justice and injustice. For 

example, through these conversations and numerous children’s leftist books including and not 

                                                             
1 I use the term (re)member as opposed to remember to recognize and emphasize that I am not able to exactly 
remember the event, in fact I doubt anyone is able to repeatedly remember the exact same thing. Instead, I am 
putting the “members” of my memory back together, (re)membering the events. Additionally, I have chosen the 
form (re)member as opposed to the more commonly used re-member because the – used between re and member 
implies a direct connection between the parts of memory which I do not feel. My (re)membering is a more loosely 
connected putting together of memory and history.  
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limited to those written by Ali Ashraf Darvishian, Samad Behrang, and Qodsi Qazinoor, I 

formed my own sense of “fairness” –what I now know to be a sense of social justice. I knew that 

there were poor people in Iran. I knew that there were prisoners who like my father had leftist 

ideas. I knew that people were suffering from injustices. I deeply felt these in my nine-year-old 

heart and mind, even though I did not know anything about the discourses of human rights, 

gender equity, economic justice and such. In this context, I want to highlight that in this 

dissertation, whatever you read of my (re)membering consists of the passionate imprint formed 

in my childhood and through my family stories gifted to me during my youth. The analysis of 

these (re)memberings is due to the knowledge that I have gained dominantly in graduate school 

thanks to my classes and professors.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The 1979 Iranian Revolution that enchanted Michel Foucault2 and was once thought to be 

the “unthinkable Revolution”3 appeared full of promises. The goal of the 1979 Revolution was 

not to establish an Islamic republic but to overthrow what the revolutionaries and a large number 

of the population viewed as a repressive violent regime that had failed to represent them. 

Overall, the Pahlavi regime, for the most part and whether well-intentioned or not, had tried to 

control as much of civil society as possible. When it came to gender policies in particular, the 

Pahlavi regime’s goal might have been to provide some possibilities for improving women’s 

lives.  But the goal was not to combat patriarchy or even gender inequality, especially since the 

state institutions still implemented the dubious presumption that men and women had different 

roles and responsibilities in society. Instead, the regime was more interested in preparing 

Iranians toward becoming modern citizens. Regardless of any intentions, women’s and men’s 

efforts and at times with the cooperation of the state, did cause several positive changes in the 

policies affecting women, including the legal structure, education and health. Perhaps one factor 

that impeded meaningful transformation was the Pahlavi regimes’ need for control; for example, 

in the area of women’s rights which was not in opposition to the regime, the Pahlavi 

administration and more specifically the two Pahlavi kings insisted on having control over the 

organizations and the women’s rights movements.4 More harshly, when it came to any voices of 

                                                             
2 Michel Foucault, “Iran: The Spirit of a World Without Spirit,” in Politics, Philosophy, Culture: Interviews and 
Other Writings, 1977-1984, ed. and trans. Lawrence D. Kritzman and Allen Sheridan (Routledge, New York 
Publishers, 1988), 211-24. For more analysis on Foucault and the 1979 Revolution see Behrooz Ghamari-Tabrizi, 
Foucault in Iran: Islamic Revolution after the Enlightenment (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2016). 
3 A book with the same title was written by Charles Kruzman, The Unthinkable Revolution in Iran (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2004). 
4 Eliz Sansarian, The Women’s Rights Movement in Iran: Mutiny, Appeasement and Repression from 1900 to 
Khomeini (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1982). 
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dissent, Mohammad Reza Shah, the ruling Pahlavi king during Al-e Ahmad’s prominence (16 

September 1941-11 February 1979) first gradually and then rapidly adopted dictatorial methods 

which were strictly enforced by SAVAK Sāzemān-e Ettelā'āt va Amniyat-e Keshvar, the 

regime’s secret police. The presence of SAVAK was so palpable that Iranians believed they 

existed everywhere and saw everything. In addition, to crackdowns on civil liberties, much of the 

population also endured economic strife. Although the regime’s modernization projects had led 

to some industrial and social progress, corruption, nepotism, as well as rapid urbanization and 

shifts in global economic trends had led to grave disparities between socio-economic classes.5  

In response to these repressions and economic hardships, Iran’s revolutionary groups had 

their own plan for reaching societal justice. As a general rule, the leftists believed that 

overthrowing imperialism would in large part remedy the injustices of society. The traditional 

Islamic revolutionaries were adamant about returning to “true Islam,” the Marxist-Islamists had a 

hybrid paradigm, and so on. As far as roadmaps were concerned, these diverse groups of 

revolutionaries did not come up with a shared plan entailing the specifics of eliminating 

repressions and disparities. Despite differences in their ideological backgrounds, many of them 

did unite in their opposition toward western imperialism. However, regardless of their unity and 

efforts, they neither overthrew imperialism nor resolved any of Iranian society’s injustices. 

Instead, however short term in historical context for all practical purposes, the cooperation and 

concessions made by leftist groups to the Islamists led to the establishment of an Islamic 

Republic- a theocratic government that deprived its citizens of civil liberties and human rights 

which should be guaranteed in a “Republican” form of governance.6 

                                                             
5 Asef Bayat, Street Politics. People’s Movement in Iran (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997). 
6 For an overview of history of modern Iran during the Pahlavi era see Ervand Abrahamian, A History of the Modern 
Iran. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Abbas Amanat, Iran: A Modern History (New Haven: Yale 
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My interest in excavating the historical formation of the Pahlavi gendered hegemony is 

not only academic but also personal. As a woman whose childhood was imprinted by both the 

promises of that 1979 Revolution as well as the repressions of the Islamic regime, I am interested 

in examining the gendered frameworks that led up to the 1979 Revolution and the subsequent 

establishment of the Islamic Republic. In addition to being physically present for the unfolding 

of the 1979 Revolution, in a way my strongest personal connections go further back to the 1953 

Coup which overthrew Mosaddegh and to the imprisonment of my father, who was a covert 

Tudeh party officer in Mohammad Reza Shah’s military, providing intelligence to the party. 

After the 1953 Coup, Mohammad Reza Shah, afraid of another uprising, almost entirely 

eradicated the Tudeh party.7 As a result, my father was first sentenced to death; in fact, it was 

only through my grandfather’s connections to a colonel who was in Mohammad Reza Shah’s 

court that my father’s sentence was reduced to five years, much of which was spent in solitary 

confinement and under torture. After that coup and his time in prison, similar to a number of his 

peers, my father left the Tudeh party and joined the many Iranian leftists who took advantage of 

the government’s scholarships toward a capitalist pursuit.  

It is true that the traumas of the previous generations are handed down to their children. 

In a sense, my father never recovered from the 1953 coup, Mosaddegh’s defeat or his haunted 

time in prison. Starting from a very young age, without full understanding, I watched his 

desperate acts of self-medication and the rage that surfaced even at the mention of Mohammad 

Reza Shah’s name. As reflected in the observations of historians like Ervand Abrahamian, the 

                                                             
University Press, 2017). For an overview of the role of women in the political process of Pahlavi era see Parvin 
Paidar, Women and Political Process in Twentieth Century Iran (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
7 The communist party, formed in 1941, proved to be quite influential in the years leading to the 1979 Revolution. 
The Tudeh party had a network of loyal supporters in the officer corps of the imperial armed forces. The party 
suffered tremendously from the 1953 coup when upon Mohammad Reza Shah’s return many of its party members 
were arrested and imprisoned or killed. For more information see Maziar Behrooz, “Tudeh Factionalism and the 
1953 Coup in Iran,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 33 (2001): 363-82. 
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1979 Revolution was intimately linked to the 1953 CIA-facilitated coup, which for all practical 

purposes was a violent interruption and setback to Iran’s practice of democracy.8 For the old-

time revolutionaries like my father, the 1979 Revolution, however imperfect, was the most 

seductive beacon of hope, the remote possibility of a more democratic, less repressive Iran. As it 

turned out, he had still held on to his beliefs; this was reflected in how consistently he would 

educate me about the meanings and possibilities of the 1979 Revolution. My politicization was 

triggered by reading numerous leftist children’s books, joining the nighttime chants on rooftops 

of what seemed like the entire city of Tehran, and endless conversations about social justice. As 

a child, I may not have been in the midst of the mass demonstrations, the armed struggles, or the 

political discussions, but I certainly felt what was at stake in the hopeful but agitated eyes of my 

middle-aged revolutionary father.  

So, on February 11, 1979, when I reveled in the “victory” of my childish understanding 

of “the people’s revolution,” I had no idea that the leftists had made devastating concessions to 

the Islamists, consequently causing tremendous negative impacts on gender and sexuality. Years 

later, subsequently in law school and graduate school, I would learn that in less than one month 

after the “victory of the 1979 revolution, for all practical purposes, the Islamic Republic had 

declared a war on women and anyone who did not fall under their conservative interpretations of 

Islam and governance. Soon after the revolution, the Islamic regime stripped women of many of 

their hard-earned rights. The “Family Protection Law,” which had provided women with some 

relief in the legal framework, was abrogated. Women were barred from becoming judges and 

workplaces were “cleansed” of “anti-revolutionary” women and men. Hijab became mandatory 

and schools and beaches became segregated. It was not just women but a series of rigid gendered 

                                                             
8 Ervand Abrahamian, The Coup: 1953 and the Roots of Modern U.S.-Iranian Relations (New York: The New Press, 
2013). 
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expectations that were imposed upon society, for example, restriction of any romantic/sexual 

public displays and flogging of women and men for adultery. In addition, LGBTQ individuals 

were further stigmatized, pushed to the margins and risked execution for the “crime” of their 

“deviant” sexual orientations and gender identities.9 

 My own first memory of the regime’s gender policies was of my mother’s angry tears as 

she put on her mandatory hijab to go to her job – a head nurse at the Cardiac Care Unit in Imam 

Khomeini (formerly known as Pahlavi) hospital. At the time I did not understand what I would 

learn decades later— that the leftists, consistent with the global leftist ideologies, viewed 

women’s rage as a “distracting” “wedge” issue that would have diverted the revolutionaries from 

the “most important” issue of anti-imperialist class struggle. Contrary to their stand and far from 

being a “wedge” issue, in this dissertation I argue that how a regime or a movement relates to 

issues of gender and sexuality has both practical as well as socio-political and cultural 

consequences.  

Gender and sexuality continue to be useful analytical tools, because of their discursive 

relationships to larger frameworks of democracy and social justice. In other words, it is useful to 

view gender and sexuality as diagnostic tools since any repression of these rights has negative 

impacts on multiple levels of society and on the overall possibility or maintenance of a 

democratic society. On the other hand, a society or a movement cannot fall under a social justice 

framework if it espouses unjust discriminatory practices including and not limited to frameworks 

of gender and sexuality. In the context of the 1979 Revolution, no one should have been 

surprised by the Islamists’ adoption of patriarchal gender values inherent in religious 

frameworks. But why would leftist groups such as the Tudeh party and the Organization of 

                                                             
9 Paidar, Women in the Political Process, 232-43; Hammed Shahidian. Women in Iran, 2 vols (West Port: 
Greenwood Press, 2002). 
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Iranian People’s Fedai Guerrillas (OIPFG), who claimed to be progressive and supported what 

we now refer to as social justice, ignore or miss the blatant contradiction between social justice 

and the Islamic interpretations of gender equality? 10  In search of the answer to this question, 

this dissertation examines the life and work of Jalal Al-e Ahmad, a prominent Iranian intellectual 

whose work had a significant role in stimulating the revolution. By analyzing his writings in the 

context of his life, his marriage, and his critics, it traces the impact of daily acts of gendered 

negotiations on the hegemonic masculinity in the 1950s-1960s Iranian society. 

The established scholarship and personal accounts have demonstrated that as it relates to 

gender and sexuality, despite their claimed commitment to justice, Iranian leftists operated in 

their configuration of a Perso-Islamic patriarchal framework which by its nature was inherently 

unjust. Though the leftists’ patriarchal framework may not have been exactly the same, it was 

closely related to that of their Islamist counterparts. Similar to their Islamist counterparts, Iranian 

leftists perpetuated narrow definitions and false assumptions about gender issues. Instead of 

moving toward an open conversation about issues of gender and sexuality, their adherence to 

repressive gendered practices led to “a radical, ideological dichotomization of … sexuality and 

intellectuality… a distorted picture of sexuality that separates mind and spirit.” 11 Although 

historically consistent with their society’s knowledge, nonetheless gender issues were narrowly 

defined as only the “woman question,” which reflected a limited set of women’s rights issue. In 

other words, they did not assess issues of gender as they impacted both men and women, nor did 

they examine any power relations or their own roles in reinforcing those power relations. Instead, 

                                                             
10 Haideh Moghissi, Populism and Feminism in Iran (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994); Peyman Vahabzadeh, A 
Guerrilla Odyssey: Modernization, Secularization, Democracy, and Fadai Period of National Liberation in Iran 
1971-1979 (New York: Syracuse University Press, 2010).  
11 Kamran Talattof, Modernity, Sexuality, and Ideology in Iran: The Life and Legacy of a Popular Female Artist 
(New York: Syracuse University Press, 2011), 6. 
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the dominant leftist narrative consisted of a very linear perception of “women’s oppression” and 

the need for “liberation.” Despite diverse women’s participations and demands, Iranian leftists 

framed issues of gender in a hierarchical manner in which only the concerns of “zanan-e 

zahmatkesh,” woman-toilers, were legitimate. They assumed that these needs, which were almost 

entirely framed in relation to socio-economic needs, would have been automatically eliminated 

by overthrowing imperialism. As if “woman-toilers” were devoid of sexuality or any other 

gendered needs outside of a socio-economic framework, issues related to rights of sexual 

expression, body autonomy, and self-care were considered mere “pre-occupation of bourgeois 

women” and therefore almost entirely meaningless to “the struggle.”12 This “revolutionary” 

configuration of the patriarchy was produced both inside and outside leftist organizations. Within 

leftist organizations, the members reproduced patriarchal frameworks in which women, despite 

their participation, were viewed and treated as subordinates. It can be argued that at times, the 

leftists’ gendered rules were as repressive as a conservative interpretation of Islamic gender 

codes. For example, “revolutionary” women were expected to be asexual or “uninterested in 

sex.” This conservative framework went as far as expecting women to dress in drab colors, 

refrain from wearing makeup, and wear simple shirts and pants; otherwise, they risked being 

viewed as “superficial bourgeois western dolls.” 13 In short, when Iranian leftists stood in 

solidarity with the Islamists, they all shared similar gender practices—characteristics and social 

relation which are signified as feminine or masculine.14 Consequently, in part leftists, who were 

supposed to open up more progressive spaces, stood in solidarity with the conservative Islamists 

                                                             
12 Hammed, Shahidian. “The Iranian Left and the ‘Woman Question’ in the Revolution of 1978–79,” International 
Journal of Middle East Studies 26 (1994): 223. 
13 Nahid Qajar, Interview by Hamid Ahmadi, Research Association for Iranian Oral History, June 27, 1996, 
http://www.iranianoralhistory.de/vf/x345f23vb23/nb67kljkwe12/vfp-ghajar-e.php.  
14 R.W. Connell, Gender and Power (Cambridge: Polity in Association with Blackwell, 1987), 62; Candice West 
and Don Zimmerman, “Doing Gender” in Gender and Society 1, no.2 (1987):126-27. 
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and contributed to the reconfiguration of a more conservative Perso-Islamic identity in post-

revolutionary Iran. 

If we can recognize that gender continues to be reconfigured to uphold local patriarchies, 

then it is reasonable to assume that the post-revolutionary conservative reconfiguration of Iranian 

patriarchal framework did not suddenly appear. Instead, long before the 1979 Revolution or the 

establishment of the Islamic Republic, this gendered framework had been continuously re-

negotiated between the state and Iran’s civil society in the global context. As articulated by R.W. 

Connell, continuous renegotiations of gender practices occur in historical frameworks of the 

local configuration of hegemonic masculinity, which defines the gender characteristics and 

relations that maintain the patriarchy.15 The concept of hegemonic masculinity proves to be a 

useful tool because this framework speaks to the formation of gender characteristics as well as 

gender relations, which are the intricate components of every aspect of local patriarchies. 

Broadly speaking, patriarchies have never been linear frameworks with separate categories of 

men and women in which men are the ultimate dominators of women who are always in 

subordinate positions. Instead, patriarchies have been reconfigured and reproduced, in part as a 

result of their participations in the historically contextualized frameworks of hegemonic 

masculinity and emphasized femininity. In this context masculinity always exists in contrast to 

femininity and femininity does not necessarily disrupt hegemonic masculinity. In fact, 

emphasized femininity refers to “female” participants who uphold the patriarchy through 

assigned characteristics and behaviors that comply with the expectations of hegemonic 

masculinity.16 Given the complicated realties of gender practice in relation to maintenance of a 

                                                             
15 R.W. Connell and James W. Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept,” Gender and 
Society 19, no. 6 (December 2005):832-833. 
16 Connell, “Hegemonic Masculinity,” 848; Connell, Gender and Power, 183-84. 
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patriarchal framework, hegemonic masculinity, as a tool, can serve to reveal the hierarchies of 

masculinities and femininities as well as the dominant/subordinate relationships between 

masculinities and femininities. These gendered hierarchical relationships are not just exclusive to 

gender issues but manifest themselves in all categories and societal frameworks. In other words, 

as it relates to Iran, the concept of hegemonic masculinity is useful in tracing the roles of various 

actors in the formation of the post-revolutionary Perso-Islamic identity, and its consequences on 

gender practices which inescapably impacted the multiple patriarchal frameworks in the larger 

Iranian society.  

This dissertation is one part of a larger project to trace back the gender practices that 

contributed to the configuration of the new gendered Perso-Islamic identity but also to locate 

gendered hegemony in seemingly unrelated frameworks in society. In this context, the 

reconfiguration of gender practice was influenced by multiple actors in both state and civil 

society, including and not limited to intellectual men and women. Recognizing the Gramscian 

framework of cultural change, it is understood that intellectuals play a significant role in the 

continuous renegotiations of gender practices.17 For their part, intellectuals engage in gender 

renegotiation on multiple levels, in their personal lives as well as through their work, which 

gains people’s consent or rebelliousness of the established norms. What were the gender 

practices of these Pahlavi-era Iranian intellectuals in their personal lives? What were the gender 

practices in their literary works? and how did these practices impact the hegemonic masculinity 

of their era? As a partial answer to these questions, this dissertation focuses on the impact of 

Jalal Al-e Ahmad since, quite unintentionally, Al-e Ahmad turned out to be one of the most  

influential intellectuals in his contributions toward the emergence of the post-revolutionary 

                                                             
17 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, ed. and trans. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Noel Smith 
(New York: International Publishers, 1992), 3-14, 106-18.  
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Perso-Islamic identity.  

 

Methodology 

For the theoretical framework of the dissertation, I draw upon the scholarships of R.W. 

Connell, Candace West, Don H. Zimmerman, and Antonia Gramsci to formulate a framework 

for the Pahlavi era’s gender hegemony  

 

Gramscian Frameworks 

The terms and concepts used in this dissertation are in part extracted from Antonio 

Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks which turned out to be a definitive contribution to a discursive 

analysis of power relations. Unfortunately, Gramsci’s fragile body gave out in 1935 before he 

was able to elaborate on the fragmented theories and concepts in his notebooks. Since then, 

historians have taken up the complicated task of piecing his ideas together.  Hegemony is a key 

concept in the Gramscian framework which explains political discourse. It posits that power does 

not flow from top to bottom and as such people are not ruled from the top. Instead, a power 

relation is contingent upon the consent of the people toward the ideas of the ruling class and in 

turn the ideas and values of the ruling class are popularized in civil society. Civil Society refers 

to all of the private, non-governmental institutions such church, school, clubs, media, trade 

unions and all institutions that “play a distinct role in the intellectual and moral life of society.” 

This is the “marketplace of ideas where intellectuals enter as salesmen of contending cultures.18 

Intellectuals are knowledge-makers and influencers who play a key role in maintaining or 

changing the established social frameworks. Gramsci distinguishes between the traditional and 

                                                             
18 Thomas R. Bates, “Gramsci and the Theory of Hegemony,” Journal of History of Ideas 36, no. 2 (April-June 
1975): 351-66. 
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organic intellectuals. Traditional Intellectuals are connected to the dominant established power 

structure as such their interests often align with that of the State. Furthermore, in order to be able 

to maintain the mode of established power, they are meticulously educated in all of the classicals 

ways of education and engage in fields that are considered “intellectual” work such as being a 

writer, philosopher, or educator. Organic intellectuals could also be from the traditional 

intellectual professions; however, that is not a requirement. Whatever the organic intellectuals’ 

profession, their key characteristic is that they rise out of their own social class and produce 

knowledge that justifies the interests of their own social class and their claim to dominance. In 

other words, intelligentsia is not a distinct social group but part of other fundamental social 

groups. In the Gramscian framework, Intellectuals’ work is not exclusive. In other words, 

Gramsci sought to democratize the concept of intellectualism by pointing out that this work is 

not exclusives to famous philosophers and thinkers; instead, all humans engage in intellectual 

work. This been said, he did acknowledge that there are a group of individuals who make a 

living by producing knowledge and these are the professional intellectuals. The small group of 

intellectuals discussed in this dissertation do not neatly fall in Gramsci’s definitions of traditional 

or organic intellectual.  

 

Concepts of Hegemonic Masculinity and Emphasized Femineity 

R.W. Connell developed the concepts of hegemonic masculinity and emphasized 

femininity on the well-established understanding that the biological explanation of gender and 

consequently the rigid gendered binary of male vs. female is entirely fictional. In other words, 

there is no biological proof of gender but instead what is characterized as masculine vs. feminine 
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is socially constructed.19 Furthermore, Connell has driven the concept of hegemonic masculinity 

from the Gramscian concept of hegemony. In this sense, similar to hegemony where a set of 

cultural norms and power dynamics are in the place of dominance, in the framework of 

hegemonic masculinity, at “any given time, one form of masculinity rather than others is 

culturally exalted.”20 Finally, similar to hegemony which relates to the whole society, specific 

gendered relations of dominance and subordination exist between men and women as well as 

between men whose positionality places them at different rings of gendered hierarchy.21  

Hegemony also relates to the whole society and how there are specific gender relations of 

dominance and subordination not only between men and women but also between men. 

Connell defines hegemonic masculinity as “the configuration of gender practice which 

embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy which 

guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of 

women. ”22 In this definition, “gender practice” refers to the idea that masculinity and 

femininity are not innate biological concepts. Instead, masculinity and femininity are 

continuously renegotiated by how we “do gender.”23 In the now classic 1977 article, “Doing 

Gender,” West and Zimmerman defined gender as “as a routine, methodical accomplishment.” 

In other words, individuals are not born as purely masculine or feminine; instead, individuals 

have historically been subject to “doing gender” as masculine or feminine. “Doing gender” 

refers to “a complex of socially guided perceptual, interactional, and micropolitical activities that 

                                                             
19 A number of scholars, too many to fit into this footnote have written about the construction of gender. For this 
dissertation, I found the following works especially useful: Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. (New York 
:Pantheon Books, 1978), Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. (New York: 
Routledge, 1999), and  Anne Fausto-Sterling, Myths of Gender: Biological Theories about Women and Men, and 
Construction of Gender. (New York: Basic Books, 1985). 
20 R.W. Connell, Masculinities Second Edition (Berkeley: University of California Press), 77.  
21 Connell, Masculinities, 78. 
22 Connell, Masculinities, 77.  
23 West and Zimmerman, “Doing Gender,” 125-51. 
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cast particular pursuits as expressions of masculine and feminine.”24 The term “practice” refers 

to “what people do by way of constituting the social relations they live in.” 25 In this context, 

masculine and feminine are “configuring practice, through time, which transform their “starting-

point” in gender structures.26 

 Given the discursivity and intractability of gender, hegemonic masculinity is formulated 

in relation to three overlapping gender structures of “labor, power, and cathexis.” Labor refers to 

issues around division of labor, including and not limited to division and organization of labor, 

paid and unpaid work, as well as gendered discriminatory practices. Power refers to the many 

hierarchical relations consisting of authority, control, and coercion. Cathexis refers to the “way 

that people create emotional links” and how they conduct these emotional links on a daily basis, 

including and not limited to sexual relations.27 In these structures, however, one of the “main 

axis of power structure of gender is the general connection of authority with masculinity.”28 This 

does not mean that men have a blanket position of authority in the framework of patriarchy. 

Instead, the power relations are further complicated by both men and women reproducing the 

patriarchal values in their intersectional realities. In other words, these structural relations do not 

only refer to a linear relationship of men to women; instead, they refer to “patterns of constraint 

on social practice” which impact and continue to be negotiated by both men and women.29 In 

turn the continuous negotiations of social practice inform the legitimacy of the local patriarchy. 

As highlighted in Connell’s definition, patriarchal configurations are neither static nor 

absolute. Indeed, the legitimacy of any patriarchy is far from impenetrable and under constant 

                                                             
24 West and Zimmerman, “Doing Gender,” 126.  
25 Connell, Gender and Power, 61-64. 
26 Connell, Masculinities, 72. 
27 Connell, Gender and Power, 98, 111-16. 
28 Connell, Gender and Power, 109. 
29 Connell, Gender and Power, 107-8. 
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threat of being challenged. The “legitimacy” of any patriarchy is in the hands of its participants, 

who through their gendered practices reconfigure or disrupt a new reformulation of the local 

patriarchy. In this context, hegemonic masculinity refers to the configuration of gendered 

characteristics and behaviors, perceived as either masculine or feminine, that ensure the 

dominance of a narrowly defined maleness and subordination of both female-ness and non-

normative maleness for the ultimate benefit of the local patriarchy.30 Given that gender is 

relational, hegemonic masculinity cannot be solely upheld by dominant masculinity alone. In 

tandem with hegemonic masculinity, emphasized femininity plays a significant role in 

maintaining the patriarchy through the expectations of hegemonic masculinity. Emphasized 

femininity refers to the set of “feminine” characteristics and behaviors that comply with local 

patriarchy through the expectations of the hegemonic masculinity.31 It is important to point out 

that hegemonic masculinity may not be achieved by many men. Nonetheless, it is a model which 

imposes normative models of manhood and womanhood in the patriarchal configurations.32 The 

dominance and continuous aspiration of reaching these normative gender practices create the 

false perception of the permanency of an established local patriarchy. 

Looking at the historical persistence and sustained presence of patriarchies, it is 

reasonable to assume that the disruption of patriarchal systems has been historically difficult but 

not impossible. The possibility of disruption or reinforcement occurs through gender practice and 

the reformulation of masculinity and femininity that potentially take place in part in the societal 

structures of power, labor and cathexis. The same as the established gender practices, the 

                                                             
30 Connell, Masculinities, 77.  
31 Connell, “Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept,” 848.  
32 Connell, “Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept,” 838. 



28 
 

reformulations of gender practices are not a top-down power but a power relation that is being 

continuously re-negotiated between the state and multiple actors of civil society.33  

As previously mentioned, in the re-negotiation of hegemonic power, the non-

governmental institutions and intellectuals play crucial roles in maintaining or disrupting 

people’s consent toward the contemporary configuration of local patriarchy. In Gramsci’s 

discussion of economic and class-based hegemony, traditional intellectuals serve as the 

“functionaries” of the State whose economic interests are intertwined with that of the hegemonic 

regime and thus have no vested interest in any kind of social change that would lead to a more 

economically just system. Through this Gramscian lens, organic intellectuals, in contrast, stand 

for the rising classes, the population that is underrepresented or oppressed at the hand of the 

state.34 When it comes to gender and sexuality, such a delineation between traditional and 

organic intellectuals is inadequate. Gramsci rightly distinguished between traditional 

intellectual’s whose economic interests are tied and the organic intellectuals whose economic 

interest are not tied into the state. But when considering gender and sexuality, there is no logical 

difference between traditional and organic intellectuals. The state may take measures that open 

up the possibility of moving toward gender equality; in that context traditional and organic 

intellectuals have no monolithic divisionary line. In Iran, this means that it cannot be assumed 

that leftist intellectuals had a uniform position on issues of gender and sexuality or that various 

individual clerics were uniformly opposed to gender equality. Iranian intellectuals, be it organic 

or traditional, through their gendered expressions, practices, and relations could simultaneously 

                                                             
33 Gramsci describes civil society as a superstructure made of institutions such as churches, schools, media. These 
are the places that intellectuals as intermediaries and in turn people maintain or renegotiate the hegemonic 
framework. See. Antonio Gramsci, The Gramsci Reader: Selected Writings (1916-1935), ed. David Forgacs (New 
York: New York University Press, 2000).  
34 Gramsci, Selections from Prison, 3-23.  
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contribute to both the possibility of rupture and the reinforcement of local patriarchy. For this 

reason, in order to gain a better understanding of hegemonic masculinity, emphasized femininity, 

and ultimately the reformulation of patriarchies, it is crucial to interrogate the works, 

characteristics and relationships of historical figures as individuals rather than only as members 

of a category. Nevertheless, based on my readings of the sources used in this dissertation, Al-e 

Ahmad is closer to the definition of organic intellectual since he believed that he spoke, wrote 

and produced knowledge for the marginalized voices of the Iranian society. The others such as 

Golestan and Daneshvar moved in and out of those categories of intellectual.  

 

Iranian Hegemonic Masculinity in the Pahlavi Era: Literature Review 

Given that the notion of “Iranian masculinity or femininity” was formulated in relation to 

the broad gendered formation of “non-Iranian” others, the literature review of hegemonic 

masculinity of the Pahlavi era is intertwined with the Middle Eastern and Western Masculinities. 

This is especially true since the hegemonic Perso-Islamic identity of the Pahlavi era was partially 

configured in relation to other Islamicate 35 non-Iranian neighbors as well as their Western 

counterparts. In other words, the analysis of Iran’s hegemonic masculinity is also couched in the 

realities of gender and sexuality in Western countries. The “West” has been and in some ways 

continues to be presented as countries that have reached gender equality while “Third-World” 

countries such as Iran continue to struggle with their own “backward” gendered policies. Far 

from this false binary, it is more accurate to recognize that local patriarchies, be it Iran or Iran’s 

Western counterparts, have their own gendered struggles with many similarity and differences 

                                                             
35 The word “Islamicate” refers “not directly to the religion, Islam, itself, but to the social and cultural complex 
historically associated with Islam and the Muslims, both among Muslims themselves and even when found among 
non-Muslims.” See Marshall G.S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World Civilization 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974).  
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Analyzing Iranian masculinities in relation to what is termed as “non-Iranian” masculinities 

allows us to excavate the similarities and differences and the interrelatedness of the formations of 

gendered identities, thus adding to the knowledge of gender constructs and fluidity and the 

contexts which led to these constructs. Reviewing the Pahlavi era Iranian hegemonic masculinity 

in relation to Western and Middle Eastern masculinities are extensive projects that deserve their 

own specific literature reviews. For the purpose of this dissertation, with the exception of Deniz 

Kandiyoti’s “The Paradox of Masculinity,”36 “Bargaining with Patriarchy,”37 and Minoo 

Moallem’s Between Warrior Brother and Veiled Sister,38 both of which frame the formation of 

Iranian hegemonic masculinity, I focus solely on the scholarship that has directly and specifically 

addressed Pahlavi-era Iranian Masculinities. As it pertains to the questions or the impacts of 

intellectuals and more specifically Jalal Al-e Ahmad, Simin Daneshvar and some members of 

their intimate circle on the hegemonic masculinity of their era, there is little to no scholarship 

that directly responds to these questions. The scholars of gender and sexuality increased their 

attention toward masculinity studies as recently as the 1990s, and in that context Iranian 

masculinity is still a growing field.  

 

Framing Iranian Hegemonic Masculinity  

Kandiyoti reveals the hierarchical realities of masculinities in the context of Turkey by 

focusing on young boys’ initiation into the patriarchy, first at the hands of their mothers and later 

their fathers. She demonstrates how such hierarchies and in turn hegemonic masculinities are at 

                                                             
36 Deniz Kandiyoti, “The Paradoxes of Masculinity: Some Thought on Segregated Societies,” in Dislocating 
Masculinities: Comparative Ethnographies, ed. Andrea Cornwall and Nancy Lindisfarne (New York: Routledge, 
1994). 
37 Deniz Kandiyoti. “Bargaining with Patriarchy” Gender and Society 2, no.3 Special Issue to Honor Jessie Bernard 
(September, 1988): 274-90. 
38 Minoo Moallem, Between Warrior Brother and Veiled Sister: Islamic Fundamentalism and the Politics of 
Patriarchy in Iran (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005). 
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times so innocently reinforced in this historically traditional context, by reflecting on power 

relations between the growing boy and his community in a context that operates almost entirely 

based on hierarchical frameworks. Kandiyoti demonstrates how initially the little boy learns to 

fear the father and take a subordinate position more related or parallel to women/mothers. As an 

example, she recounts the power relation of an eight-year-old boy with his mother and sisters as 

opposed to his father and brothers. When he is the sole male presence in the house, the boy 

engages in male-posturing, for example shouting at his mother and three sisters: “Is there no one 

here to bring tea to a man?” 39 Finding this macho behavior adorable in a little boy, the mother 

and sisters often indulge and even spoil the little boy. On the contrary when the older brothers 

and the father are present at home, the little boy’s relationship to all shifts in the hierarchy of 

masculinity. He is pushed around, given menial jobs to do and displays none of these arrogant, 

macho posturing behaviors. Another example that highlights the stress or even the trauma of 

daily gendered negotiations is a boy being abruptly singled out for his sudden markers of adult 

masculinity in the women’s public hammam, bathhouse. Here, Kandiyoti describes when boys 

were taken to public baths by their mothers. For a time period, these boys are part of this sensual 

sexual female space; until puberty arrives. Then one day, quite randomly, someone comments 

about the boy being too hairy or his penis being too large, and they are suddenly banished from 

this “kingdom of mothers” and immediately “exiled” into the men’s bathhouse. By entering into 

the world of men’s bathhouse, the boy goes through yet another masculine initiation by being 

judged, challenged, and possibly mocked for his lack of sufficient masculinity- small penis or not 

hairy enough.40 

In this context, the boy will reach adulthood and take his “proper” position in the 

                                                             
39 Kandiyoti, “The Paradoxes of Masculinity,” 205. 
40 Kandiyoti, “The Paradoxes of Masculinity,” 201-2. 
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hierarchy of masculinities which will be dominant over any forms of femininity. Kandiyoti’s 

article is especially informative because it demonstrates how Connell’s frameworks of 

hegemonic and hierarchical masculinity can be applied in the context of traditionally segregated 

Islamicate societies such as Iran and Turkey. Kandiyoti does not address homosexual 

expressions as they relate to the “paradoxes of masculinities;” nevertheless, the article 

complicates the study of gender and sexuality by acknowledging that although, patriarchies 

reserve their “starkest” blows for women, they also adhere to an unforgiving hierarchy of 

masculinities that proves to be detrimental to what is deemed as subordinate masculinities. Her 

anecdotes and observations reveal how gender, and the experiences of masculinity and 

femininity are negotiated in the context of day-to-day life especially as it pertains to family 

settings. Also, in the context of daily lives, Deniz Kandiyoti’s article “Bargaining with 

Patriarchy” is informative of how in patriarchal contexts, women’s survival is often dependent 

upon their bargaining with the patriarchy. The term “bargaining with patriarchy” refers to how 

women strategize within a set of constraints which have always been impacted with the women’s 

circumstances, be it ethnicity, socio-economic status, race, sexual orientation and so on. It can be 

argued that the concept of “bargaining with the patriarchy” in varying degrees can also be 

applied across the hierarchical frameworks of masculinities and femininities. Although Deniz 

Kandiyoti’s article “Paradox of Masculinity” focuses specifically on Turkey, her observations 

and reflections apply to larger Islamicate contexts and arguably even beyond. 

My observations regarding Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar’s relationship to each other and 

their intimate circles fall into place as an elaboration and continuation of Kandiyoti’s findings. 

Kandiytoi refers to the “banishment” of men from the “kingdom of mothers” and I would say all 

female spaces when they transition from boyhood to manhood. These transitions are often 
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connected to arbitrary physical attributes and not necessarily consistent in the psychological 

sense. In other words, a boy may appear closer to a young man because of physical features but 

still be emotionally and psychologically closer to boyhood. However, the outside world does not 

recognize this intricacy and as such one question is what happens to the little boy once he grows 

up? If we juxtapose Kandiyoti’s narration of the little boy’s performance of normative 

masculinity with Al-e Ahmad’s relationship, I argue that Al-e Ahamd’s relationships within his 

intimate circle is one version of what could be the next stage not articulated in Kandiyoti’s 

article. In other words, comparisons reveal traces of the little boy in the now grown man (in this 

case Al-e Ahmad) and how that hierarchy of masculinity that the little boy experienced now 

reveals itself in the interactions of grown men with each other and with women.  In case of 

Kandiyoti’s little boy when the mother and sisters were in position of power toward the little 

boy, they reveled in indulging his performances of macho-ness. Again, Daneshvar and Al-e 

Ahmad’s relationship perhaps reveals one narrative of how grown men and women raised in 

such circumstances relate to one another. More specifically, as the boy grows, do the mother and 

sister automatically feel inferior or powerless toward the now young man? Or is there a blurred 

line between the tender indulgences of childhood and their subordinate position as women? Is the 

hierarchy of masculinity a clear, linear framework? Or are here overlaps and inconsistencies. 

Finally, if there are blurred lines and points of voluntarily, how do these impact the renegotiation 

of gender and disruption of hegemonic masculinity?  

Similar to Kandiyoti but more specifically as it pertains to Iran, Minoo Moallem’s 

Warrior Brother, Veiled Sister focuses on the hierarchical reconfigurations and bargaining that 

led to gender formations during the Pahlavi and post-revolutionary era. In part, the book argues 

that neither westernization nor modernity confronted Iran’s patriarchal frameworks; instead, 
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through a “collective political will,” 41 the formation of gendered Iranians was of a community 

“imagined” in opposition to the West. In her introduction, Moallem further explains the Pahlavi- 

era hegemonic masculinity: “the boundaries of tradition and modernity were rigidly drawn, so 

that moving from one world to the other required particular strategies of copying, passing, and 

mimicking.” 42 Furthermore, these rigid expectations were upheld and “disciplined” by the state 

and regulated by family and friends who acted as gender police. Moallem’s book highlights 

Iran’s “semi-colonial” state by linking the studies of gender and sexuality in the Pahlavi era to 

post-colonial theories. The book is informative because it elaborates on how the discourse of  

“civilized” versus “barbaric” has continued to give context to the negotiations of subjects’ 

gendered selves, including the configuration of hegemonic masculinity.  

 Moallem invites us to investigate “the dynamic historically specific processes through 

which visual imageries of bodies are framed and coded by gender and race against the 

background of institutional practices across various domains such as the family the state and 

political and religious organizations. 43 The interrogation of Al-e Ahmad, Daneshvar and their 

circle does not specifically focus on visual imageries of bodies, but the same larger concepts stay 

true. That power relations or what is presented as gendered culture and tradition, do not exist in 

any final completed form. This project also is located as part of the evidence to which Moallem 

refers—an investigation into the relations which contributed to visual imageries and more. While 

she focuses on images that are produced, circulated, resisted, my project shows a small window 

into the narrativized gendered interactions and relations that were also produced, circulated, and 

resisted albeit, resistance does not mean immediate transformation. Furthermore, in transforming 

                                                             
41 Moallem, Warrior Brother and Veiled Sister, 149. 
42 Moallem, Warrior Brother and Veiled Sister, 2.  
43 Moallem, Warrior Brother and Veiled Sister, 25. 
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or interrupting gender norms resistance is inner personal struggle as well as interpersonal. It also 

reflects upon how the mimicking, copying, passing nonetheless, blurred the rigid division 

between traditionalism and modernity.  

 

The Details of Hegemonic Masculinity’s “Rigid Expectations.” 

 The remaining scholarship on the Pahlavi era hegemonic masculinity focuses on the 

specific topics which exemplify and analyze aspects of the “rigid expectations” in gendered 

hierarchical frameworks. These expectations are in turn “disciplined” and upheld by state as well 

as friends and families. As it stands, the examination and extraction of gender performativity 44 

in various Pahlavi era frameworks reaffirms the centrality and relevance of gender in every 

aspect of society. Sivan Balslev’s book, Iranian Masculinities: Gender and Sexuality in Late 

Qajar and Early Pahlavi era, published in May 2019, lays out the new reconfiguration of 

masculinity that emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the context of 

state formation, nationalism, and modernization. Her sources are articles from the period 1877-

1941 and some literary works, mostly short stories and plays, which appeared in the 1920s, 

memoirs, autobiographies, oral interviews and photographs. The book traces the images, ideals 

and principles that defined a “real man” and the constant negotiation of this hegemonic 

masculinity by those who successfully or unsuccessfully attempted to abide by or reject it. 

Additionally, her book is a project to examine the men who benefited the most and those men 

who were excluded from this reconfiguration of hegemonic masculinity. She argues that this new 

                                                             
44 Gender performativity in large part explained by Judith Butler refers to how gender identity does not exist before 
the gender acts/performances. In Butler’s own words gender “is real only to the extent that it is performed.” In other 
words, gender identity is formulated through a series of acts. For more on gender performativity see Judith Butler, 
"Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory," Theatre Journal 
40, no. 4 (1988): 519-31.  
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configuration of hegemonic masculinity was formulated and disseminated by the western-

educated elite. Through engaging with her sources, she first illustrates the backdrop in which the 

new hegemonic masculinity emerged. In other words, she first establishes the soon-to-be 

outmoded hegemonic masculinity couched in the codes of a javanmard – a charitable and 

hospitable local magnate and a mediator between his community and the regime and/or the luti –

the neighborhood ruffian who defended the weak, the neighborhood, and the city and trained in 

the zurkhaneh, traditional gym.” 45 She also demonstrates the significance of western knowledge 

and argues that this at the time was reserved exclusively for elite men, thus leaving the non-elite 

men to be tied to unmanliness or “even worse,” womanliness. Furthermore, Balslev demonstrates 

how the image of manliness and the male body changed based on the institutional imposition of 

certain disciplinary acts such as wearing uniforms, shaving facial hair, mandatory service in the 

army, and being punctual and precise. In this context, the elite men “appropriated” nationalism 

and patriotism as well as what they viewed as western values such as monogamy and 

heterosexuality as a prerequisite of being a “real man.”  

 Also, regarding the characterizations of “real” men, Sivan Balslev’s chapter “Gendering 

the Nation: Masculinity and Nationalism in Iran during the Constitutional Era” sheds light upon 

the discourse of nationalism that emerged in the late Qajar era and continued during the Pahlavi 

era. Balslev’s chapter is another aspect of the scholarship of people such as Najmabadi, Tavakoli 

Targhi, and Minoo Moallem 46 which focuses on nationalism and women. In this chapter again, 

                                                             
45 Sivan Balslev, Iranian Masculinities: Gender and Sexuality in Late Qajar and Early Pahlavi Iran (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2019), 19. 
46 Afsaneh Najmabad, Women with Mustaches, Men without Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian 
Modernity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, “Refashioning Iran: 
Language and Culture During the Constitutional Revolution,” Iranian Studies 23, no. 1 (1990): 77–101. Mohamad 
Tavakoli-Targhi, Refashioning Iran: Orientalism, Occidentalism and Historiography (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2001); Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, “From Patriotism to Matriotism: A Tropological Study of Iranian 
Nationalism, 1870–1909,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 34, no. 2 (2002): 217–38; Mohamad 
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Balslev uses publications and statements of elite men to demonstrate how the heavily gendered 

projects of nationalism and patriotism mobilized men to adhere to these frameworks for fear of 

otherwise being emasculated. In other words, “real men” were those who defended and protected 

the gheyrat, honor, effat va esmat, piety and chastity, of the society and especially the women 

(daughters, mothers, sisters) of Iran. In contrast, Balslev’s work also highlights how 

disobedience to these frameworks led to rigid, heavily gendered castigation. The men who did 

not abide by the guidelines of protecting these values, “the unpatriotic men,” were namard, 

unmanly, which is also synonymous with cowardly and dishonorable. In the gendered hierarchy, 

being unmanly was still better than being zan-sefat, woman-like,  

 The examination of hegemonic masculinity during the time specified in the dissertation 

(1925-1970) is a continuation of the framework laid out in Balslev’s book. During this time 

period, the hegemonic masculinity of late Qajar era as articulated above has well shifted toward 

what was viewed as “western modernity,” Regardless, the values and expectations such as honor, 

piety, chastity and the protection of these values at the hands of men had not disappeared but 

only changed shaped in the context of a modern society. Al-e Ahmad and his counterparts were 

still bound by many of the values articulated in Balslev’s book; but now they had to renegotiate 

the performance of these values in the context of modern society with what was perceived as 

“Western” values and newly placed infrastructures.  The examination of Al-e Ahamd and his 

intimate circle performance of gender also begs the question of how and when do these supposed 

“Western” values are claimed as merely behaviors away from their “western” or “eastern” 

markers?  

                                                             
Tavakoli-Targhi, “Tajaddod-e Ekhtera‘i,Tamaddon-e ‘Ariyati va Enqelab-e Ruhani” [Inventing Modernity, 
Borrowing Modernity] Iran-Nameh 20, no. 2–3 (2002).  
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Balselv’s article “Dressed for Success” 47 reveals that these nationalistic configurations of 

Iranian hegemonic masculinity which emerged during the later Qajar and early Reza Shah period 

were in part formulated through “appropriation of western education, clothes and manners, mass 

communication, and government reform.” 48 The process involved negotiations between various 

forms of masculinity, all of which were competing for that hegemonic position. For example, 

initially those elite men who were exposed to and had adopted western appearance and/or values 

were labeled as farangima’ab, foreign-mannered, by the conservative sections of society. In 

other words, the hegemonic masculinity that was losing its power to the new configuration of 

hegemonic masculinity was struggling to maintain its position by delegitimizing the emergent 

configuration of hegemonic masculinity. Balslev’s narrative captures the constant competition in 

the masculine hierarchy by pointing out the struggle for gaining further legitimacy. Here, those 

labeled as farangima’ab in an effort to then strengthen their own legitimacy as men, came up 

with the term fokoli, the loanword from the French word faux col – detachable collar. The term 

fokoli was reserved for those men who were not “authentically westernized” and were 

supposedly only dressed as western; in other words, they were just “shallow imitations” of the 

“true” farangima’abs. During Reza Shah’s time, due to his modernization project, this new 

configuration of hegemonic masculinity became securely established, since western-influenced 

elite men who gained social and political influence in the state bureaucracy as well as civil 

society, nationalism and patriotism were also tied into this new reconfiguration of hegemonic 

masculinity.  

My examination of Al-e Ahamd and Daneshvar’s intellectual intimate circle highlights 

                                                             
47 Sivan Balslev “Dressed for Success: Hegemonic Masculinity, Elite Men and Westernization in Iran. c. 1900-40” 
in Gender, Imperialism and Global Exchanges, ed. Stephan Miescher, Naoko Shibusawa and Michelle Mitchel 
(Sussex: Blackwell Publishing, 2015), 161-80. 
48 Balslev, “Dressed for Success,” 161. 
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the impact of the identity construction that occurred in the process of nationalist-modernization 

project. In a sense, when it comes to this intimate circle of intellectuals, the Pahlavi 

modernization project was quite successful. After all, Al-e Ahamd and his entire circle certainly 

were educated, dressed and engaged with what was perceived as “western” ideas and values. In 

addition, in case of Al-e Ahamd, we can witness the next phase of the identity formation 

articulated in Balslev’s article. In the article Balslev lays out the renegotiation of the hegemonic 

masculinity during the Qajar and the first Pahlavi king where the religious/traditional gendered 

practices compete with the Farangima’ab Iranians who had adopted the “western” gendered 

practices. To further complicate this competition, some distinguished themselves from the fokolis 

who they claimed were the “fake” modern Iranians. The Al-e Ahmad intimate circle appears like 

the next chapter of this competition, in the era of Mohammad Reza Shah (1941-1979) where 

some of the intellectuals such as Al-e Ahamd then individuated themselves from the religious 

traditionalists, the farangima’abs and the fokilis. Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar’s reflections on 

their own identity in the context of “East” and “West” is exemplary of a struggle in search of 

self.  

Mana Kia’s “Moral Refinement and Manhood in Persian” complements Balslev’s 

scholarship by focusing on the use of Persian language and the viewpoints of the Iranian elite in 

the formation of hegemonic masculinity. The article traces the usage of Persian words in 

establishing this binary of “civility” and “backwardness” connected to morality and immorality 

and how these meanings were tied to ideals that were desired in “real men.”49 The article also 

focuses on how these Iranian elites saw the decline of Iran’s economic, social and political power 

not as a problem of disproportionate power but as a moral degradation due to a decline of 

                                                             
49 Mana Kia, “Moral Refinement and Manhood in Persian,” in Civilizing Emotions: Concepts in 19th Century Asia 
and Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 146-68. 
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civility. They saw a problem of “backwardness” which, in their opinion, was reflective of Iran’s 

lack of order and rule of law. To them the solution was the restoration of “moral refinement” in 

the establishment of order and justice, which in part they believed would be achieved through 

language reform. Thus, in their effort to return to civility, they fused modern concepts with old 

Persian words.  

This dissertation does not specifically focus on analyzing this group of intellectuals 

contribution to what Mana Kia has described as the effort toward “moral refinement. But in a 

sense Al-e Ahmad and his counterparts were also involved in this work of “moral refinement” 

since they saw their everyday work as tools of “moral refinement.” In reality, through their craft, 

be it short stories, novels, translations or analytical essays, they engaged with western literature, 

thought and intertwined old and new concepts from various cultural contexts.  

Similarly, Mostafa Abedinifard’s article on jokes is another addition on the usage of 

language and popular culture in the formation of the Pahlavi era hegemonic masculinity. 

Abedinifard’s article “Persian ‘Rashti Jokes’: Modern Iran’s Palimpsests of Gheyrat Based 

Masculinity”50 examines the role of language specifically in jokes attributed to Rashti 51 men. He 

argues that the base of these jokes is gheyrat, which is the construct of male honor toward 

women and more specifically female kin. By examining various bodies of literature, Abedinifard 

shows that these jokes originated at the time of Reza Shah’s unveiling policies in the city of 

Rasht. He speculates that it is likely that Rasht, located in the northern section of Iran, was 

targeted because of its shared border with the Soviet Union and Rashti peoples’ more progressive 

attitude toward gender. In this context, Abedinifard’s article also adds to the understanding of 

                                                             
50 Mostafa Abedinifard. “Persian ‘Rashti’ Jokes: Modern Iran’s Palimpsests of Gheyrat-Based Masculinity,” British 
Journal of Middle East Studies (2018):1-19. 
51 Rashti refers to a person from Rasht. Rasht is the capital of Gilan province located in the north-central region of 
Iran. Encyclopedia Britannica Online, “Rasht,” accessed October 14, 2019, https://www.britannica.com/place/Rasht 
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Pahlavi era masculinity in relation to its western counterparts. For example, as it pertains to the 

jokes, European women were “bi-effat, unchaste and promiscuous,” women who stood in 

contrast with Iranian women. In addition, Abedinifard confirms Tavakoli-Targhi’s claim that the 

jokes were also a reaction to feminist movements of the time.52 Tavakoli-Targhi’s argues that 

Rasht, located in the northern section of Iran and sharing a border with the former Soviet Union, 

was in the forefront of the women’s movement, and this was correlated to the Rashti men’s 

“gheyrat-less-ness” or impotency.53 Abedinifard then argues that the Rashti jokes were likely a 

reaction to Rashti men who easily accepted Reza Shah’s unveiling policies. In this context, the 

Rashti jokes were highlighted as a warning about the consequences of unveiling. In other words, 

the Rashti jokes functioned as a corrective tool, instructing men to take note of what happens if 

they lose their control over their women. Examining Rashti jokes in relation to R.W. Connell’s 

concepts of hegemonic masculinity, Abedinifard addresses the necessary work of acknowledging 

that although issues must be addressed in the context of local patriarchies, nonetheless, the 

epistemology of masculinity is related and must be examined in a comparative space. What as 

not addressed in Abedinifard’s article was Rashti men’s position toward honor and whether they 

carried any inconsistencies in what Abedinifard described as their easy acceptance of “modern” 

gendered concepts.  

 In that context, the “honor” concepts examined in Abedinifard’s articles also appear in 

my analysis of Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar’s intimate circles. Especially reflective in the 

analysis of Denshavar and Al-e Ahamd’s relationship with each other. In case of these two 

intellectuals, it is clear that they constantly try to reconcile these concepts with their new 

                                                             
52 Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, “Zani Bud, Zani Nabud: Baz-khani-yi Vojub-i Niqab va Mafasid-i Sufur” [Once 
Upon a Time There Was a Woman: Rereading Vojub-i Niqab va Mafasid-i Sofur], Nimih-yi Digar 1, no.14 
(1370/1991):86. 
53 Abedinifard, “Persian ‘Rashti’ Jokes,” 13.  
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experiences both inside and outside Iran. Although they viewed themselves as “modern” actors, 

they did not in any way reject these traditional patriarchal concepts of “honor” but struggled to 

reconcile with their new experiences. Furthermore, although both Daneshvar and Al-e Ahamd to 

a degree had embraced the gendered aspects of modernization, but they still distinguished them 

from their western counterparts, viewing the “westerners,” and especially western women as less 

chaste and more sexually loose.  

More specifically about the impact of Jalal al-e Ahmad on the gender hegemony of his 

era, Abedinifard’s article “Gender Hegemony and its Discomforts: Childless Masculinity and the 

Rejection of Tradition in Headstone, Sangi Bar Goori focuses on how Al-e Ahmad’s frank 

discussion of his inability to have biological children is a rejection of Iran’s traditional 

patriarchal framework. Such acts went against the insistence of secrecy toward sexuality, 

especially in occasions where such sexuality challenges the markers of dominant masculinity, 

such as virility. Abedinifard’s discussion highlights that the Pahlavi era’s hegemonic masculinity 

existed in the context of a struggle which also existed in Al-e Ahmad, the struggle between 

modern and traditional values. This was the same struggle that reinforced the binary of “Eastern” 

self and “Western” other both in Al-e Ahmad’s mind and in the era’s Iranian society. In addition, 

Abedinifard’s analysis reveals the impossibility of maintaining the expectations of hegemonic 

masculinity as partially reflected by the anxiety, vulnerability, and fragility that are hidden in the 

dominant forms of masculinity. Although Abedinifard is correct in recognizing that Al-e Ahmad 

personal act as breaking or disrupting the hemogenic masculinity of his era. However, as 

reflected in my analysis, since Headstone did not get published, his bold confessional did not 

reach any audience and as such it did not fully manifest all that Abedinifard claims.  
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Locating Al-e Ahmad and His Intimate Circle in Pahlavi Era Hegemonic Masculinity 

 The dissertation builds upon the literature review not just by focusing on Al-e Ahmad and 

his intimate circle as gendered individuals but in their gendered power relations toward each 

other. The goal is not to focus on individual intellectuals but to locate their gendered power 

relations and the effect of such relations on the reinforcement or disruption of the hegemonic 

masculinity of their era. Webster defines the term “lay” as not trained in a certain profession and 

in that sense, Al-e Ahmad was a lay intellectual because although he dabbled in various 

categories, he was simply a story writer and an activist and had no training in intellectual 

discourses of his time. Furthermore, if the term “lay” is connected to the proverbial “common” 

man, then Al-e Ahmad was also a lay intellectual since he seemed to occupy this unique position 

of being present in several spaces, from religious, literary and art circles to educational 

institutions. In addition, he connected to “ordinary” people as he continued to travel across Iran. 

In both his work and his life, often quite unconsciously, Al-e Ahmad renegotiated the terms of 

the patriarchal framework sometimes by reinforcements and other times by disruptions. These 

few representatives from his intimate circle hold significant places in their own right; however, 

in this context, the dissertation focuses on how they participated in the renegotiation of 

hegemonic masculinity in relation to Al-e Ahmad’s personal life and writings.  

In order to assess this renegotiation of hegemonic masculinity, the dissertation examines 

Al-e Ahmad’s personal letters, interviews, and selected short stories as they relate to hegemonic 

masculinity and emphasized femininity. The letters written between his wife, Simin Daneshvar, 

and Al-e Ahmad reveal the intricacies of reproduction and disruptions of hegemonic masculinity 

in the way that the couple viewed the changing expectations of masculinity and femininity in the 

Iran of the 1940s-1960s. Based on my searches in the English language database, the close to 
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2000 pages of letters which have been published in 2004 have not been extensively used as 

primary sources and in the context of historiographic research. In addition to these letters, Al-e 

Ahmad’s and Daneshvar’s writings, especially when examined in a sequential manner, can serve 

as significant primary sources when it comes to the reconfiguration and nuances of hegemonic 

masculinity and patriarchal framework. Here, for the sake of the limitations of this project, I have 

only focused on a selection of Al-e Ahmad’s writings. Based on the WorldCat English database, 

the scholarship on the selection of short stories consists of a limited number of articles involving 

literary analysis. Similarly, based on my research in the digital database Noor.mag, which 

complies scholarship in Persian, the stories are not used in the context of historiographic analysis 

and in relation to each other. By examining the compilation of the letters and the selected short 

stories, I argue that Al-e Ahmad’s open and frank struggle with gender and sexuality created the 

possibility of rupture in the Pahlavi era’s hegemonic masculinity; however, the possibilities of 

rupture remained dormant in part due to the inadequate or non-existent interactions of Al-e 

Ahmad’s intellectual intimate circle both with his works and in his life.  

 

Chapter Summaries 

 

Chapter 1: Jalal Al-e Ahmad and His Intimate Circle: An Overivew  
 
 
 Chapter 1 first locates Al-e Ahmad, Daneshvar and his intimate circle in the context of 

Iran’s contemporary intellectual movements in the late 19th and early 20th century. Next, it 

provides a brief biographical overview of Jalal Al-e Ahmad, Simin Daneshvar, Ebrahim 

Golestan, Dariush Ashouri, and Khalil Maleki as well as a brief overview of these individuals 

connections to the 1979 Revolution and each other. This chapter is intended to provide some 
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contextual understanding of these individuals’ interactions which are discussed in the 

dissertation.  

 
Chapter 2: Out with the Old and in With the New: Hegemnoic Masculinity & The 
Reconfiguraiton of the Religious Patriarchy into State Patriarchy (1925-1979) 
 
 

Chapter 2 establishes the framework of Hegemonic Masculinity during the Pahlavi Era. 

Hegemonic masculinity- the gendered characteristics and relations of a given patriarchy- can be 

traced in every thread of society. For the purpose of this dissertation, I draw upon R.W. 

Connell’s theories of hegemonic masculinity as well as Antonio Gramsci’s discussions of 

hegemonic framework to establish the contours of hegemonic masculinity during the Pahlavi era. 

The chapter is built upon the premise that historically, patriarchal frameworks have remained 

intact. Any reconfiguration of hegemonic masculinity exists for the ultimate maintenance of 

patriarchal frameworks; thus, in this context, hegemonic masculinities must change to keep up 

with new configurations of local patriarchies. The chapter examines the contours of the Pahlavi 

era’s hegemonic masculinity in relation to the dominant and relevant frameworks of 

centralization, modernization, and nationalization. It argues that in these overlapping 

frameworks, hegemonic masculinity was continuously renegotiated between the state and major 

actors in civil society including leftist intellectuals, Muslim clerics, their supporters, and 

women’s rights activists. These groups often renegotiated their gendered selves as well as 

societal gendered expectations in relation to each other, the regime and their relations with the 

dominant Western presences. Through these renegotiations Iranian gender practices were 

reconfigured to fit the expectations of the new nation-state. Thus, hegemonic masculinity was 

reconfigured by these actors to serve the state patriarchy instead of the old Perso-Islamic 

patriarchal framework.  



46 
 

 

Chapter 3: The Possibility of Confronting Hegemonic Masculintiy in Al-e Ahmad and 
Daneshvar’s Relationship (1945-1958) 
 
 

Chapter 3 examines gender practices mostly between Jalal Al-e Ahmad, Simin Daneshvar 

and some of their relations. (1945-1958). Through an examination of their letters during 

Daneshvar’s residency at Stanford University, the chapter demonstrates the struggle with which 

Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar negotiated their sense of selves in the context of their society’s 

changing values. It argues that, although Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar shifted some traditional 

gendered expectations, for the most part they reproduced a very traditional patriarchal gendered 

framework, in which Daneshvar did her best to play the subordinate role to Al-e Ahmad’s 

dominant masculine role.   

 

Chapter 4: Al-e Ahmad’s Short Stories, Hegemonic Masculinity & The Hypocrisies of the 
Patriarchy (1945-1958) 
 

 
Chapter 4 examines a selection of Al-e Ahmad’s short stories with feminist tendencies in 

which he exposes the injustices of hegemonic masculinity. More clearly than the struggles in his 

personal life, Al-e Ahmad’s writing presented the possibility of rupture in the hegemonic 

masculinity of the era because they consistently exposed the injustices inherent in the patriarchy 

which impacted both men and women, albeit women, more severely. Through his stories, Al-e 

Ahmad also managed to indirectly advocate for promoting what could be viewed as pro-feminist 

values. Although these stories indirectly advocated for what could be viewed as pro-feminist 

values, by themselves, absent meaningful reactions from the intellectuals or people, they 

remained insufficient for any initiation of rupture in the era’s hegemonic masculinity.  
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Chapter 5: Return to an “Authentic” Self: Gender practices and the Cost of Silence (1959-1969) 
 

 

Chapter 5 focuses on some of Al-e Ahmad’s interactions during the last decade of his life 

(1959-1969). This is the decade in which Al-e Ahmad reached the height of his popularity and 

influence with access to a variety of spaces from intellectual to religious to everyday people. The 

chapter argues that Al-e Ahmad’s frank engagement with sexual taboos brings about the 

possibility of a discursive public dialogue and thus the potential of rupture in the hegemonic 

masculinity of the era. However, this rupture never came to fruition, in part because Al-e 

Ahmad’s intimate circle, who claimed to be committed to the same frameworks of social justice 

did not engage with Al-e Ahmad’s inconsistencies and contradictions in order to hold Al-e 

Ahmad accountable to their shared ideals. The chapter also engages with Al-e Ahmad’s short 

autobiographical essay, Headstone, which employs a confessional mode to reveal a range of Al-e 

Ahmad’s emotions related to sexual pleasure and infertility. Once again, regardless of Al-e 

Ahmad’s intentions or conservative tendencies, the content in Headstone created the tremendous 

possibility of rupture. However, such rupture did not come to fruition, in part because Al-e 

Ahmad’s wife Simin Daneshvar refused to allow its publication.  

 

Chapter 6: Al-e Ahmad, Sex and Sexuality and the Renegotiation of Gender (1959-1969) 
 
 
 Chapter 6 focuses on a selection of Al-e Ahmad’s essays during the last decade of his life 

(1959-1969) In this last decade of his life, Al-e Ahmad no longer wrote short stories but socially 

critical essays such as Gharbzadehgi, Westoxification.54 The chapter focuses on Al-e Ahmad’s 

definitively influential work Westoxification and the reactions of his interlocuters to this work. 

                                                             
54 Jalal Al-e Ahmad, Gharbzadegi [Westoxification] (Tehran: Ravaq Publication, 196?). 
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Westoxification is indicative of Al-e Ahmad’s unconscious awareness of the centrality of 

sexuality and gender in the framework of social justice. However, despite his recognition of the 

significance of gender and sexuality, Al-e Ahmad’s formulation of both problem and solution in 

Westoxification proved to be contradictory to ideals of democracy, social justice, and gender 

equality. The chapter also draws upon Chandra Mohanty’s feminist framework to examine the 

responses of Al-e Ahmad’s intellectual intimate circle to Westoxification
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CHAPTER 1: JALAL AL-E AHMAD AND HIS INTIMATE CIRCLE: AN OVERVIEW 

 

Intellectuals in Modern Iran: An Overview 

As previously stated, Intellectuals in the Gramscian context are those who produce 

knowledge in the form of writing, educating and philosophizing. In a sense Gramsci pushed for a 

democratic conception of intellectuals by cultivating the notion that intellectuals are not only an 

elite group of thinkers who produce scholarly knowledge but also those who created knowledge 

in their lives by creating “critical awareness.” However, although he arguably saw a broad 

category of peoples as potential intellectuals, he did distinguish between the traditional vs 

organic intellectuals. In the Gramscian context, traditional intellectuals’ interests were intimately 

tied with the State. As such, they often invested in the established hegemonic class and produced 

knowledge in a way that reinforced state hegemony. On the other hand, organic intellectuals’ 

interests which consisted of their disenfranchised social needs were not consistent with State 

interests. As such, organic intellectuals fought to reach the social needs of their class. In their 

effort to fulfill the interest of their class, they essentially fought to gain a stronger position in the 

hegemonic framework of power.  In the Iranian context, the “modern” intellectuals from late 19th 

century to the Pahlavi era loosely fit in the Gramscian definition of intellectuals simply because 

the emergence and development of intellectualism was not the same as the European context.1 

“Modern intellectualism” was a response to the inevitable urgent need of brining Iranian 

society out of isolation and in a position to participate in the world context. This transformation 

meant grappling with various frameworks including and not limited to Shi’ism, secularism, and 

                                                             
1 Margaret Leah, King “The Social Role of Intellectuals: Antonio Gramsci and the Italian Renaissance,” Sounding: 
An Interdisciplinary Journal 61, no. 1 (Spring 1978): 23-46. 
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nationalism. The contradictions within these frameworks implicated everything both within the 

intellectuals’ sense of self as well as the socio-economic intersections of everyday life. “Modern” 

intellectualism emerged during the constitutional era of the late 19th century when more and 

more of the Iranian elite class travelled to various European countries for continued education. 

This young generation of Iranians were often impacted by European intellectual movements but 

were also connected to Iran’s pre-modern intellectuals such as Farabi, Ibn Sina, Khayyam, 

Sa’adi, and more. Referred to as Monavvar al-fekr and later as Roshanfekr, which is best 

translated as “illuminated” or “enlightened” mind, they saw their role as pushing Iranian society 

toward democratic values of representative government, freedom of expression, and individual 

liberties. A few of these intellectuals, such as Mirza Malkam Khan (1834-1908) and Hassan 

Taqizadeh (1878-1970), have been categorized as completely adhering to a western model of 

reform.2 However, most of the intellectuals of the late Qajar and Pahlavi era negotiated their 

sense of selves somewhere in between the changing values of their society which were linked to 

the West and the more established values which were identified as Perso-Islamic. 

In other words, throughout the 19th and 20th century intellectuals from various 

backgrounds attempted to carve out their own version of “new” “Iranian-ness” out of the era’s 

discourse of modernity, therefore participating in an uneasy struggle between some aspect of 

“modernity” and “traditionalism.” Regardless, the intellectuals exposed to different socio-

economic realities in European societies were rightfully preoccupied with concepts of social 

justice, constitutional governance, free commerce and modern lifestyle. However as stated in Ali 

Gheissari’s book on Iranian Intellectuals, “what is define as “modern” never really became a 

standard or definite pattern of action, impression, or experience rooted in the society. For 

                                                             
2 Ali Gheissari, Iranian Intellectuals in the 20th Century (Austin: University of Texas, 1998), 41. 
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example, although many of the liberal intellectuals believed in parliamentarian governance, they 

did not resist and in fact welcomed Reza Shah’s autocracy after decades of chaos.3 By 

Gheissari’s own account it is fair to add, that this struggle was not necessarily always by choice 

but emerged in the hardship of circumstances. Mehrzad Boroujerdi as well, highlights the 

ambivalence of early intellectuals toward modernization by how they both resented and admired 

modern values. In short, regardless of the intellectuals’ position toward modernity, resentment 

has been a central issue in the modernization process in Iran. 4  

Given Iran’s tumultuous relationship with the West, the intellectuals’ reactions to 

modernity was mostly a “guarded, qualified, utilitarian embrace of Western modernity.”5 One 

depiction of such conflicted feelings of being connected to both “Western progress” and the 

homeland’s “backwardness” is best reflected in the Swiss-educated Hassan Moghadam’s (1895-

1925) book, Jafar Khan az Farang Amadeh, “Jafar Khan is Back from Europe.” The play 

depicted Jafar Khan as someone who had returned to his homeland enamored with the 

technology in the West and repulsed by his indigenous culture.6 Although the book was written 

as a satire in an exaggerated tone, in part to reflect the hierarchy of the “real” western educated 

elite as opposed to the “fake” pretenders, it still held truths about the conflicted feelings of some 

intellectuals such as Bozorg Alavi (1904-1997) one of Iran’s influential writers and thinkers. 

Upon his return to Tehran from his studies in Germany in the 1920s he stated:  

I found Tehran to be terrifying. The streets were narrower. The electric poles which were 
tall and straight in Europe were broken and crooked in Tehran. The water in the 
courtyard’s small pool smelled. My mother looked old; my sisters wanted to veil 
themselves in front of me … [There was] a foreign doctor, who would treat my aunt’s 
infection. One time he said to my uncle, sometimes you treat this woman ‘à la Persian,’ 

                                                             
3 Gheissari, Iranian Intellectuals, 14-15. 
4 Mehrzad Boroujerdi, “The Ambivalent Modernity of Iranian Intellectuals” in Intellectual Trends in the Twentieth 
century, ed. Negin Nabavi (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2003), 12. 
5 Boroujerdi, “The Ambivalent Modernity,” 12.  
6 Boroujerdi, “The Ambivalent Modernity,” 11-23. 
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Iranima’ab, meaning in a ‘Persian manner’ and that’s why she gets worse. This ‘à la 
Persian’ really stuck with me. It meant backward, powerless, illiterate, uncivilized and 
unhygienic, to sari khor. 7 
 

Similar to Bozorg Alavi, many of the Pahlavi era intellectuals continued to struggle with their 

senses of selves and their changing society. Perhaps in part as a reaction to this articulated sense 

of inferiority, or what they viewed as a longing for the West, they identified themselves with a 

sense of national pride. In this context, for some such as Jalal Al-e Ahmad and Simin Daneshvar, 

the northern European countries and later the United States evoked a dual sense of admiration 

and resentment. Their frustrations and resentment were at least in part due to the fact that many 

Iranians perceived Iran to be a semi-colonial state and under the influence of various foreign 

powers.8 In their endeavors, the intellectuals, from the late Qajar to the end of the Pahlavi era, 

ran the gamut from absolute imitation of the West to embracing their pre-Islamic identities to 

choosing the best of East and West and finally, the anti-imperialist “authentic” selves. 

As such, the task of these intellectuals, including Al-e Ahmad, Daneshvar and their intimate 

circle, task was not just to sift through internal and external discrepancies to create knowledge, 

impact culture, and engage in intellectual discourse, but also to understand and find solutions 

through these disproportionate power relations.9 

 

The General Intellectual Trends (1905 - 1969) 

 Modern concepts of justice, equality, liberty and constitutionalism emerged in Iran’s 

society during 19th century. Although the intellectuals of this era were impressed by these 

                                                             
7 Bozorg Alavi, Khaterat-e Bozorg-e Alavi [Bozorg Alavi Memoirs] ed. Hamid Ahmadi (Sweden: Baran 
Publication, 1997), 120. 
8 Cyrus Schayegh, “Science, Medicine, and Class in the Formation of Semi-Colonial Iran” (PhD Dissertation, 
Columbia University, 2004). 
9 Boroujerdi, “The Ambivalent Modernity,” 12.  
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modern ideas, they could never fully reject the patriarchal contradictory religious/traditional 

values and embrace the modern notions of equality, liberty and justice. In this time period, the 

Iranian intellectuals despite their contradictions and disagreements, were committed to social 

reform and political change in Iran’s society. The intellectuals of this era developed and 

promoted modern values by publications and press often while they were living abroad. These 

reformist ideas were also promoted and reproduced through educational institutions founded 

earlier by pro-reform officials of Qajar court such as Amir Kabir (9 January 1807-10 January 

1852), Naser al-din Shah’s Prime Minister who founded Dar Al-Fonun, one of the first 

polytechnic institutions of higher learning in Iran. Although the intellectuals brought about these 

modern concepts in part because of living and studying in the west, it was crucial to develop 

these ideas seemingly independent and apart from any connections to the west. As such for the 

most part the 19th century intellectuals were especially keen to redeem Iran and its sense of 

national pride through its “glorious” past. In addition to the idea of nationalism, the necessity of 

applying and preserving the law was also a unifying theme amongst the intellectuals of this era. 

In this context, the intellectuals to various degrees believed in improving women’s positions in 

society through educating them and granting them some civil liberties in principle more than 

anything the intellectuals were part of the constitutional movement against the despotic rulers of 

Qajar Iran and the traditional submission to authority. Their efforts planted seeds of reform that 

experienced several setbacks due to both internal and external challenges. The intellectuals who 

themselves were shrugging with ideals of constitutionalism and modernist reform would have to 

continue their work under still a despotic ruler, namely Reza Shah Pahlavi (1925-1941). 

 Reza Shah’s reign had a mixed impact on Iran’s intellectual movement. In some ways, 

Reza Shah’s partial commitment to secularization further weakened the rigid authoritative power 
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of the clerics. Furthermore, his efforts of centralization and establishment of cultural and 

educational institutions in civil society, created platforms for intellectual growth. During the 

reign of Reza Shah (1925-1941) the intellectuals initially supported Reza Shah, especially in his 

efforts of secularizing and centralization of the state. However, as time passed and Reza Shah’s 

grip on civil society became tighter, the intellectuals opposed the suppression of civil liberties. 

Although nationalism and the glory of Persian past still remained relatively, the intellectuals 

began engaging with Marxist and socialist ideas.  

By 1941 and the reign of the second Pahlavi king,  most of the intellectuals of the era 

were intertwined with the Tudeh party which was the first “modern” “progressive” party that 

also happened to be communist. Many of the intellectuals of the era including Jalal Al-e Ahamd 

were drawn to the Tudeh party since it became one of the few platforms for tackling new ideas. 

Even in 1960s when most intellectuals were disillusioned with the Tudeh party, the public 

intellectuals were viewed and in large part identified with opposition and rejection of State. In 

this context the intellectual’s mission was to create political change.  

In their endeavor toward political change literature continued to be a one of the key 

powerful tools in the hands of these Pahlavi era intellectuals. When it comes to the analysis of 

the type of knowledge produced from the 1950s until the 1979 Revolution, scholars have divided 

the Iranian literary scene into two dominant categories of “adabiyat-e mote’ahed, committed 

literature” and “pure” literature. Committed literature refers to the literature that was committed 

to the masses and their struggles while “pure” literature refers to the bodies of work that did not 

address Iran’s social struggles. The overall goal of committed literature was to call for a new 

society and a new political system. The body of committed literature called for liberty, justice 

and equality through heroism and martyrdom. In addition, committed literature was reflective of 
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a shift away from the anti-religious attitude that existed in the previous literary episode of 

Persianism. In fact, leftists viewed Islamic forces as revolutionary forces who rose out of the 

oppressed Muslim masses. Similarly, these writers felt connected to the larger international 

struggles for social justice and viewed their writings linked to international authors that fit into 

the framework of committed literature.10  

 In the context of committed literature, she’r-e no, modern poetry which, in form, stood in 

contrast to the rhythmic classical poetry, proved to be a popular form of literary expression. It 

was almost as if new generations of Iranians who could access literature had fallen in love with 

the free verses of modern poetry. Through these free verses the poets and their literary 

colleagues, many of whom were members or supporters of the popular communist Tudeh party, 

as well as their readers bonded over the urgency for political consciousness and alleviation of 

Iran’s social ills 11 Although most of the committed poetry was about leftist notions of 

revolution, there were some poets who had a different view. During the 1960s, some of the 

young poets who had not experienced the 1953 coup interpreted “commitment” not just based on 

the leftist ideological framework associated with the era but based on their individual intimate 

experiences, desires and needs, for example, Forough Farrokhzad and her poetry, which was 

characterized as being “womanly,” or Sohrab Sepehri whose poetry was closer to “mystical” and 

Buddhist writings.12 Regardless of the revolutionary tone of the era’s literature, as a whole the 

committed literature of the 1950s and 60s remained within the patriarchal bounds. This was true 

even in case of Forough’s poetry, which was often treated as “inappropriate” or outside Iran’s 

                                                             
10 Kamron Talattof, The Politics of Writing in Iran: A History of Modern Persian Literature (Syracuse: Syracuse 
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societal norms. At the time Forough’s poetry, which was the brave and bold reflection of her 

personal life, challenged her closed society, yet her life included contradictions and 

inconsistencies that reproduced traditional gendered practices.13 Nonetheless, as Kamran Talattof 

stated, her poetry although not feminist became part of the inspirational foundation for the 

emergence of future generation post- revolution feminists. 14 Similarly, Al-e Ahmad, Daneshvar, 

and their intimate circle, all of whom were in these literary circles, for the most part did not 

break the larger patriarchal framework, but certainly contributed to the experience of attempting 

or practicing consciousness toward injustices, including gender inequality.  

In Summary, during the 17th-18th century part of Iran’s ties with Europe included the elite 

groups of Iranians who would go to Europe to be educated. These educated elites were enamored 

by Europe but did not necessarily embrace the positivism nor the scientific pragmatism that had 

emerged from Europe’s intellectual revolution 1600-1800.  Europe did not exist as a threat but 

simply the “exotic other.” Starting in 19th century various military defeats and western economic 

and political upper hand which led to exploitation and interference led to a shift in the perception 

of Europe as a political adversary as well as cultural and ideological threat, so much so that 

Anglophobia and Russophobia became prevalent. Any social ill was directly and illogically 

attributed to the British or the Russians. In this atmosphere, the 19th century Iranian intellectuals 

wanted to both embrace “modernization’ and “tradition.” Both of these terms meant different 

things for different intellectuals.  Regardless of the variety in meaning they all had some ties to 

the “irano-islamic” heritage; in other words, while the 19 and early 20th century intellectuals 

wanted to fight superstition and promote modern values, they also could not abandon their 

                                                             
13 Kamran Talattof, “Osyan-e Fardi va Shooresh-e Ejtema’i dar Asar-e Forough Farrokhzad: Jadali ba Bavar-ha-ye 
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attachments to traditions grounded in Islamic jurisprudence and what was viewed as “Iranian-

ness.” Thus, they either amended or failed to fully critique the inconsistencies and contradictory 

realities that exist in islamo-patriarchal frameworks of their era.  Instead, they amended the 

modernist values to fit them into the traditional framework of their society. As twentieth century 

progressed international events and Iran’s continuous subordinate position to the western powers 

led to more skepticism and mixed reactions to what was now viewed as “Western” values. Some 

especially volatile ones including and not limited to 1941 allied invasion of Iran, forcing Reza 

Shah’s exile, replacing him with Mohammad Reza Shah and 1953 coup15 . The intellectuals 

mentioned below built upon the knowledge production left behind by their predecessors. They 

continued to either have an uncomfortable relationship to West or if not, continue to self-reflect 

in relation to the West. 

 

Biographies: An Overview 

 

Jalal Al-e Ahmad (December 2, 1923-September 9, 1969) 

Jalal Al-e Ahmad was born in a conservative religious family to a mid-level cleric, Seyed 

Ahmad Hossein Taleqani and Amineh Beigom Eslambolchi. Born after seven female children, 

he was the second male child in the family. This made his father quite happy since he wanted his 

second son, Jalal, to follow in his footsteps and become a cleric. Al-e Ahmad himself confessed 

that he spent his childhood in a “kind of religious aristocracy.”16 However, this “religious 

aristocracy” was quite strained, since Al-e Ahmad’s father was one of the clerics whose 

                                                             
15 Boroujerdi, “The Ambivalent Modernity,” 12-17. 
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economic income ended due to Reza Shah’s secularization of the court systems. Regardless, in 

the religious circles the Al-e Ahmad family enjoyed tremendous power and prestige. Yet despite 

the comfort and power granted to Jalal Al-e Ahmad, he rejected his father’s religious patriarchal 

authority. After he completed primary school, Al-e Ahmad’s father, who saw public education as 

a perversion, stopped his education and sent him to the bazaar 17 to learn a trade. Al-e Ahmad 

obeyed his father and during the day worked as a leather maker, watch maker or electrician. 

However, against his father’s wishes, he also enrolled in night classes in Dar Al-Fonun, one of 

the first modern public schools in Iran. At the age of eighteen, once again Al-e Ahmad refused 

his father’s authority as well as the chance to gain further access to the Islamic patriarchy’s seat 

of power. When his father sent him to Najaf, Iraq, for seminary education, Al-e Ahmad lasted 

only a few months before he became disillusioned, returned to Iran, and enrolled in Tehran 

University to study Persian literature.18 Perhaps Al-e Ahmad also rejected religion when he 

witnessed his mother, Amineh Beigom Eslambolchi, suffering in her own household, when her 

husband took another wife. Amineh Beigom had little to no formal education, was financially 

dependent on the male members of the family and did not have much choice but to endure her 

husband’s polygyny. According to Al-e Ahmad, his mother’s situation was one of the key 

reasons that he initially rejected religious authority.19  

While attending the University of Tehran, Al-e Ahmad was also exposed to several new 

ideas, feeding his doubt and distrust of religion, which eventually led to his family declaring him 

an infidel. In an autobiographical piece, Al-e Ahmad reminisced, “Just like that! A young man 

                                                             
17 Bazaar refers to the traditional Marketplace in the Middle East. Webster-Merriam Dictionary, “bazaar,” accessed 
August 23, 2019, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/bazaar. 
18 Shams Al-e Ahmad, Az Cheshm-e Baradar [Through the Eyes of the Brother] (Qum: Kitabi Sa’adi, 1369 
[1990/91]), 214. 
19 Jalal Al-e Ahmad and Simin Daneshvar, Nameh-haye Simin Daneshvar va Jalal Al-e Ahmad [Letters of Simin 
Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad], ed. Masoud Jafary, 4 vols. (Tehran Niloufar Publications Tehran, 1385 
[2005/06]) 2, no.1:151. 
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with a shaved head and a carnelian ring turned into a young man with a tie and an American 

suit.”20 Here Al-e Ahmad was referring to the shift from the physical markers of religiosity 

(shaved head and a carnelian ring) to physical markers of a “modern,” “Western” appearance. 

This is part of what he later identified as a sacrifice or change from his “authentic” or Perso-

Islamic self to what he later described as the “west-struck” Iranians. But this description is also 

reflective of how, by switching out of his religious attire into “modern” “western” clothing, he 

renegotiated the terms of the hegemonic masculinity by exchanging the outdated religious 

masculine attire with the new attire of state patriarchy. Al-e Ahmad continued his education, but 

for reasons that are not clear to the public, failed to complete his PhD degree. As reflected in his 

letters to Daneshvar, he did feel some degree of failure with regard to not obtaining his PhD.21  

About the same time that he began his university studies, Al-e Ahmad also joined the 

Tudeh party but refused to be obedient to the party leaders. Although in four years he managed 

to become a very active core member, Al-e Ahmad, along with his mentor Khalil Maleki, 

resigned from the Tudeh party in 1947 due to their opposition to the Soviet Union’s occupation 

and exploitation of Iran and the party’s silence toward Soviet oppressions. Maleki and Al-e 

Ahmad founded two more leftist organizations, Hezb-e Zahmatkeshan Mellat-e Iran, Toilers 

Party of the Iranian Nation, and Niroo-ye Sevvom, Third Force, neither of which lasted for very 

long. Throughout these ordeals, Al-e Ahmad was always reluctant and struggling about his party 

activities. But the extent of his political influence was not limited only to party politics. In fact, 

in 1947, around the same time that he left the Tudeh party, Al-e Ahmad engaged politically by 

teaching in public schools, which lasted off and on for the rest of his life. Also, from 1945-1958, 

                                                             
20 Al-e Ahmad, One Well and Two Ditches, 47. 
21 Al-e Ahmad to Simin Daneshvar, November 2, 1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 2 
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Al-e Ahmad published both translations and several collections of short stories. His short stories 

were creative non-fictions partially based on his personal experiences and reflective of his abrupt 

and frank confrontations with authority figures.22  

His writing, along with his life, benefited significantly from his encounter with his wife 

Simin Daneshvar. Al-e Ahmad met Daneshvar in 1948 in a bus while returning from Shiraz.23 

Daneshvar and Al-e Ahmad’s meeting in a sense reinforced an open space for romantic love and 

companionate marriage, since such relations were not yet completely normalized in the 

conservative Iran of the 1940s. In 1950, Daneshvar and Al-e Ahmad married. In some ways, this 

marriage was a difficult gift for Al-e Ahmad, who was forced to negotiate his sense of self in 

relation to his conservative Islamic upbringing and live with a woman who in many ways had 

embraced some progressive practices and would prove to be more accomplished than Al-e 

Ahmad himself. One of the continuing struggles in the marriage was Al-e Ahmad’s inability to 

have children. He would later elaborate on this struggle in his confessional autobiography 

Headstone.24 In the last decade of his life (1958-1969), Al-e Ahmad continued teaching and even 

tried his hand at becoming a school principal. His experiences as a school principal, which were 

later the basis for his novel, The School Principal25 were also very reflective of the already 

established frameworks of heteronormativity. The School Principal proved to be one of Al-e 

Ahmad’s last creative non-fiction stories.  

Instead, Al-e Ahmad who had survived the 1953 CIA coup and Mohammad Reza Shah’s 

prison, emerged as a beloved lay-intellectual who wrote social criticisms and lay ethnographies. 
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It was during this time that despite the continuous crackdown from SAVAK, Mohammad Reza 

Shah’s secret police, Al-e Ahmad wrote and published Westoxification.26 In Westoxification,  

Al-e Ahmad formulated the problem and the solution of being “west-struck” in part through a 

framework of gender and sexuality. He encouraged Iranians to avoid western culture, marriage to 

westerners and consumerism—generally what he termed as “west-struck.” Yet despite such 

warnings, or perhaps as a sign of his own “west-strucked”-ness, Al-e Ahmad not only traveled 

but also endeavored to take residence in Europe or the United States, had sex with many western 

women, and indulged in everything that he warned his readers to avoid.27 

In the span of his life, Al-e Ahmad was known for being a restless, angry agitator who 

constantly challenged authority.28 He tried to stand against his society’s injustices by diagnosing 

the problems and prescribing the solution. Many times, his diagnosis and remedies were not 

entirely accurate. While he was often conscious of this, he just wanted to keep moving and 

would call for anyone to correct him. He was also constantly submerged in an inner struggle 

which he himself called the struggle between the “Eastern” and the “Modern” man.29 It can be 

argued that Al-e Ahmad was trying to find a way through the oppressions of his society to 

renegotiate his sense of self in the new circumstances of Iran, a task that was quite difficult given 

the repressive circumstances that continuously disrupted personal struggles. Throughout his life, 

Al-e Ahmad maintained a wide network of colleagues, friends, students, and acquaintances in 

both intellectual circles as well as among ordinary peoples. Whether they agreed with him or not, 

he certainly evoked strong emotions and reactions in his relationships. Al-e Ahmad died on 
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Shahrivar 24, 1993[September 15, 2014], May 17, 2020. http://tarikhirani.ir/fa/news/10/bodyView/4691/  
29 Al-e Ahmad, Headstone, 71. 



62 
 

September 9, 1969. His legacy would continue long after his death, especially since he would 

become one of the icons of the Iran’s Islamic Republic. Any impact that he might have had, 

cannot be imagined without considering the role that Simin Daneshvar played in his life. 

 

Simin Daneshvar (April 28, 1921-March 8, 2012)  

Unlike her husband, Daneshvar was born in a progressive and secular family in Shiraz. 

Her father Mohammad Ali Daneshvar was a physician and her mother Qamar al-Saltaneh 

Hekmat was a poet and a painter. Qamar al-Saltaneh taught painting to all of her children and for 

a brief period worked as the principal of a girls’ art school. Daneshvar, along with her two sisters 

and three brothers, grew up in an atmosphere supported by art and literature. Her elementary and 

secondary schools were entirely conducted in English. She enrolled in the University of Tehran’s 

college of literature; but before obtaining her bachelor’s degree, her father died. As a result, she 

worked in a number of positions, from administrative work in an advertisement agency to 

writing articles for newspapers and briefly working for Radio Tehran to help with family 

finances. This was a time that advertisement agencies and media were male-dominated spaces. 

Regardless, Daneshvar had enough access to power and skills to break through these male 

domains. Although she worked in radio and advertising, Daneshvar always knew that she was 

going to be a creative writer. She published her first collection of short stories, Atash-e 

Khamoosh,  Silent Fire, in 1948 and obtained her PhD in Persian literature in 1949.30 Even from 

the publication of her very first collection of short stories, Daneshvar had access to renowned 

writers such as Sadeq Hedayat, who from the very beginning encouraged her to be herself. When 

Daneshvar took her first piece for Hedayat to critique, Hedayat told her: “if I tell you how to 
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write and what to do you will no longer be yourself. You should endure the insults and the slaps 

to find your own way.” 31 Daneshvar certainly paid her dues as a writer, and by the time that she 

met and married Al-e Ahmad (1950), she had already published her first collection of short 

stories and obtained her PhD.  

Daneshvar’s marriage to Jalal Al-e Ahmad was in many ways her way of challenging her 

era’s patriarchal limitations and expectations. At a time that marriages took place with the 

consent of families, Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar married despite opposition from both families. 

From the beginning both families were against this marriage due to the differences in their 

family backgrounds. Al-e Ahmad’s father was especially angry since Daneshvar did not wear a 

veil, as did the women in Al-e Ahmad’s traditional religious family. On their wedding day, Al-e 

Ahmad’s father went to Qom instead of attending their wedding and thereafter refused to set foot 

in Daneshvar and Al-e Ahmad’s home for the next 10 years of their marriage. 32 In turn, 

Daneshvar’s progressive family did not find Al-e Ahmad, the son of a “mullah,” a good match 

for their highly educated, progressive, secular daughter. In addition to being from different 

families, Daneshvar’s case was also contrary to mainstream gender practice, since unlike her 

peers, she was a few years older than Al-e Ahmad and the main and often the sole breadwinner 

of the family. In fact, she often had to work at the cost of her desired writing career.33 

It can be argued that in many ways the marriage was an impediment to Daneshvar writing 

career. After her marriage, Daneshvar was a housewife and a university professor as well as a 
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translator and a writer. In other words, while Al-e Ahmad enjoyed the male privilege of tending 

to his political activities and writing, Daneshvar had to balance the physical, cognitive, 

emotional, and psychological labor of teaching in the university, emotionally and financially 

supporting Al-e Ahmad, running the household as proper housewives were expected to do, and 

as a last step, if time permitted, writing. In an interview conducted after Al-e Ahmad’s death, 

Daneshvar admitted that they were always financially struggling, and she often had to give up 

her writing in order to translate pieces that would earn her more money for the household. In the 

same interview, when asked if she would change anything in her life, Daneshvar responded 

although she would “still marry Jalal” she would dedicate more time to her writing as opposed to 

translation. Despite all of the obstacles, Daneshvar broke through the glass ceiling of the literary 

elites. In 1951 Daneshvar also broke her society’s expectations for married women when, despite 

Al-e Ahmad’s ambivalence, she received a Fulbright fellowship and attended Stanford for a year 

to study with the prominent American writer, Wallace Stegner. Daneshvar’s talent was apparent 

even in her first writing assignment attempted in English.  Regarding Daneshvar’s writing and 

impact in the classroom, Stegner wrote “[Her writing] … utterly transformed the class…With 

Simin’s advent, writing ceased to be a game of skill or a potentially lucrative trade. It became 

something sober and more earnest, a dedication, a duty, a letter to God.” 34 In 1963, she returned 

to the United States to attend a Harvard summer writing seminar. In addition, Daneshvar was the 

first member and the first president of the Organization of Iranian Writers, which was founded 

and populated mostly by male writers. Yet despite her incredible talents and achievements, in 
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many ways she remained in the shadow of Al-e Ahmad until his death.35 Daneshvar may have 

played the subordinate role of being Al-e Ahmad’s wife, but it must be noted that she may have 

in part chosen that role because it gave her more access to the hyper-masculine patriarchal circles 

which otherwise may have been less easily accessible. In addition to being a writer in her own 

right, Daneshvar was also Jalal- Al-e Ahmad’s wife; as such she was able to be present and 

active in many male-dominated circles both in political and literary spaces. She was able to use 

every space in the way that served her purpose without ever losing her sense of self.  

Daneshvar always proudly pointed that she never gave in to ideological games or party 

politics. “I tried to work and remain independent.” She was not influenced by Al-e Ahmad and 

did not accept all of Al-e Ahmad’s thoughts.36 “The goal of politics is to reach power which 

requires a particular kind of person who is after power. [In that sense] I am entirely non-

political.” 37 Daneshvar saw herself as more of a humanist who participated in a wide range of 

political spaces, from leftist publication to her academic work and literary endeavors. Her 

writing was a political act in the sense that she chose to write about people’s hardships in a 

simple a language that was willfully accessible to “ordinary” people. 38 She also loved teaching 

in university classrooms because classrooms made her feel “free to say whatever she wanted,” a 
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freedom that caused her several encounters with SAVAK and the eventual prevention of her full 

professorship.39  

In her personal life, Daneshvar claimed to have loved being married to Al-e Ahmad even 

though the marriage was not devoid of problems. In an interview, she stated “23 years of 

knowing and being married to Jalal was a gift just like I imagine being married to me was a gift 

for him…if Jalal had another wife, he would not have been Jalal Al-e Ahmad.”40 Although 

Daneshvar remained married to Al-e Ahmad until the last day of his life, their marriage was not 

always a smooth, stable institution. Their letters reveal that Al-e Ahmad would quite often lose 

his temper and Daneshvar had learned to negotiate her way around these angry outbursts. Their 

marriage became especially unstable when Daneshvar discovered that he had had a sexual affair 

during his travels abroad. Despite her doubts about whether Al-e Ahmad still loved her, she 

found it more beneficial to stay with him. As a writer, she further blossomed once Al-e Ahmad 

had died. Until the end of her life (March 8, 2012) she published several short stories and novels. 

Her novel Savushun, which was published soon after Al-e Ahmad’s death, has been translated 

into 17 language and continues to be part of the canonical contemporary Persian and comparative 

literature.41 Although, in some circles, she still lives in the shadow of Al-e Ahmad, many others 

like Ebrahim Golestan, her childhood friend, believe that she was in every way superior to Jalal 

Al-e Ahmad.  

 

Ebrahim Golestan (October 19,1922- )  

                                                             
39 Milani, “A Chat with Simin,” 155. 
40 Milani, “A Chat with Simin, Alefba,” 151. 
41 Encyclopedia Iranica, Mas’ud Ja’fari Jazi, “Suvashun,” (April 12, 2012), accessed August 29, 2019, 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/suvashun.    
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Golestan, a writer, filmmaker, translator, and photographer, was Simin Daneshvar’s 

childhood neighbor and family friend. His father was the Manager of Golestan Newspaper and 

his grandfather before that was a cleric.42 Similar to Daneshvar, Golestan came to Tehran to 

continue his education in the Tehran University College of Law; however, he left law to pursue 

the study of Persian literature. Soon after being in Tehran, he married his cousin Fakhri Golestan 

and similar to many other intellectuals joined the Tudeh party. Golestan and Al-e Ahmad met in 

the Tudeh party and maintained a close relationship due to their shared literary circles and 

Golestan and Daneshvar’s history of family friendship.43 Al-e Ahmad and Goleston’s friendship 

continued to be tumultuous. Al-e Ahmad was especially critical of Golestan for designing films 

and promotional materials on behalf of British Petroleum (PB). 44 As reflected in a letter written 

to Simin twenty years after Al-e Ahmad’s death, Golestan also had a particularly demeaning and 

condescending opinion about Al-e Ahmad. He viewed Al-e Ahmad as an “illiterate” individual 

who pretended to be an intellectual, someone who was beneath Golestan and Daneshvar’s 

level.45 Golestan and Al-e Ahmad engaged in continuous male posturing to prove their higher 

position as intellectuals. This of course does not negate the fact that Golestan made notable 

contributions to the fields of translation, literature and especially film and photography. He was 

the first Iranian filmmaker to win an international award for his documentary film “Fire.” 46 

In addition to his accomplishments, Golestan greatly benefited from being the lover of 

the controversial poet, Forough Farrokhzad (January 5, 1935- February 13, 1967). Argued by 
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Kamran Talattof in his article, “Personal Rebellion and Social Revolt in the Works of Forough 

Farrokhzad: Challenging the Assumptions” argues that the presumption that only Forough 

benefited from Golestan’s companionship is a reductive sexist presumption which dismisses 

even the possibility of Forough’s influence on Golestan. As it relates to this matter, Talattof 

writes, “Why do we think that “influence” and “guidance” is a one-way street?” By now it is 

well established that both Forough and Golestan were talented and had a close intimate 

relationship. As such, Talattof continues, “should we not look for traces of Forough’s poetic 

influence in Golestan’s work?”47 It should be noted that even fifty years after Forough’s sudden 

and tragic death, there are still discussions about whether Forough’s fame and success were 

mostly due to her relationship with Ebrahim Golestan. Focusing on whether Golestan- a 

powerful older man in a highly male-centered patriarchal society- played a role in facilitating the 

recognition of a younger woman (Forough)’s extraordinary talents has always been uninteresting 

and useless. Forough Farrokhzad was perhaps the first recognized, modernist female poet who 

openly wrote about her sexual desires and experiences. She was a controversial, sensual, 

beautiful young woman who was at the center of men and women’s envy and disdain. A more 

informative question that remains unanswered is whether Golestan was greatly admired simply 

for being the man with whom Forough shared her attention, affection and sexuality.  

 

Dariush Ashouri (August 2, 1938- ) 

Al-e Ahmad had a special place for young men such as Ashouri, who held a lot of 

promise. Ashouri was born in a “traditional Iranian but not religious household.”  He was in 

secondary school when the nationalization of oil and the 1953 coup took place. Before the coup, 
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he was one of the sympathizers of the Tudeh party, but after, he joined the Tudeh party’s youth 

organization. He studied literature in Dar ul-Fonun and attended law school. He was part of the 

group who broke away from the Tudeh party and joined the Third Force, founded by Maleki and 

Al-e Ahmad. After a few years, Ashouri entirely broke away from communism. But he 

continued to be involved in leftist publications and circles. In an interview, Ashouri recalled the 

first time that he met Al-e Ahmad in Maleki’s house. Before ever meeting Al-e Ahmad, Ashouri 

had of course read Al-e Ahmad’s stories and liked his” sharp-tongued style.” From the first time 

that they met, Ashouri enjoyed Al-e Ahmad, who was quite a charismatic character. Ashouri 

continued interacting with Al-e Ahmad, who had assigned himself the role of mentoring younger 

intellectuals. In a 2013 interview, Ashouri recalled that once when he had gotten discouraged 

from translating Nietzsche, Al-e Ahmad urged Ashouri to continue, including encouraging him 

to learn German. In the next twenty years, Ashouri would revise his published translation of 

Nietzsche’s work five times.  

In the same interview, Ashouri remembered when Al-e Ahmad had written 

Westoxification. Ashouri confessed that he had sold thirty to forty copies of Westoxification 

before he read it and found it to be a “weak book.” So weak that in 1967, five years after the 

publication of Westoxification, Ashouri attempted to publish a critique but eventually withdrew it 

due to respect for Al-e Ahmad. Months later, one night in a party at Golestan’s house, Al-e 

Ahmad cornered Ashouri and accused him of being too afraid to publish his article. Perhaps only 

in response to Al-e Ahmad’s goading, Ashouri revised and published his critique of 

Westoxification. Since no one else had the courage or the conscience to write a response, when 

Ashouri’s critique was published, it received tremendous attention, which led to Ashouri’s fame 

at a young age. Years later, upon reflection about his relationships with other intellectuals during 
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the Pahlavi era, Ashouri remembered how those intellectuals were “like midgets stuck between 

two giant peoples: the giants of our ancient past and the western giants. We didn’t know exactly 

what either one is saying and so that is why we kept trying to make a bridge between the two.48  

 

 

 

Khalil Maleki (1901- July 13, 1969) 

  In a way, Khalil Maleki, recognized as one of the most independent, creative thinkers of 

the Iranian left, began his life in a revolution. Born in 1901 into a constitutionalist family, as a 

child Maleki experienced the violence and the revolutionary zeal of the constitutional era in Iran 

(1905-1911). He began his education in traditional schools called maktab. In the early 1920s, he 

attended the German Technical College in Tehran and succeeded in obtaining a government 

scholarship to study in Germany. In Germany, he continued his studies toward obtaining a PhD 

and had the opportunity to exchange ideas with other radical Iranian intellectuals. However, 

Maleki was not able to complete his PhD due to a lack of funding. Reza Shah’s government 

halted Maleki’s education funding in response to his demand for transparency regarding an 

Iranian student’s suspicious suicide. Unable to fund his education, Maleki returned to Iran and 

completed his degree in educational science in 1937. Soon after returning to Iran, he also began 

regularly attending discussion groups along with other European educated Iranian intellectuals. 

This group, which included iconic writers such as Bozorg Alavi and Sadeq Hedayat, would later 

be known as the “53 individuals,” the same 53 who were arrested and imprisoned by Reza Shah 

as the result of their reading salon. Reza Shah’s forced abdication and the opening up of political 
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space led to the 53 individuals’ freedom from prison. Soon after the abdication of Reza Shah, 

Khalil Maleki along with others from the group founded the Tudeh party. Maleki was quite 

hopeful about the Tudeh party. However, in 1941 when the Soviet Union invaded Azerbaijan, 

Maleki saw them as occupiers. He tried unsuccessfully to convince the Tudeh party to take a 

stand against the Soviets. As a result, in 1952, after the occupation of Azerbaijan, Maleki left the 

Tudeh party along with Al-e Ahmad and a few others. The party tried to paint Maleki as a traitor, 

but it did not work. For Maleki and his supporters, leaving the Tudeh party was an especially 

brave act since many of Iran’s intellectuals were sympathizers and members of Tudeh party. 

Later, Maleki and Al-e Ahmad founded the Toiler’s Party and the Third Force Party. The Third 

Force included Golestan, Al-e Ahmad, Ashouri, Hedayat and many other contemporary Iranian 

literary figures. 

Maleki viewed himself as a pragmatic revolutionary who took deliberate measured risks. 

He saw politics as the tools of possibility and creativity and not impulsivity. As such, Maleki 

tried to build bridges and negotiate across political ideologies. As a strategy, he believed in 

building socialist native communities in which individual freedoms and traditions such as one’s 

religion were respected.49 In the same spirit, although he supported the nationalization of Iran’s 

oil, he criticized Mohammad Mossadegh, the champion of the nationalization movement, for 

failing to tend to the social needs of the marginalized classes. The 1953 coup resulted in 

Maleki’s imprisonment and his subsequent profound disappointment with political activism. He 

felt especially alone during his prison term because his fellow prisoners who were members of 

the Tudeh party still saw him as a traitor and continued to torment him in prison. Despite his own 

depression and disillusion, Maleki wrote an open letter to the Iranian people begging them not to 
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lose hope and keep on fighting. He led a very difficult life because he was bound by his own 

principles and did not fall into any of the standard party lines. This was repeatedly proven when 

he crossed “enemy lines” to speak and meet with Mohammad Reza Shah to convince him to 

support Mossadegh. Al-e Ahmad was one of the few people who stayed with him until the end of 

his life.50  

 

These Intellectuals and the 1979 Iranian Revolution 

These Pahlavi era intellectuals who identified with the masses were in one way or other 

connected to the emergence and the victory of the 1979 Revolution. Khalil Maleki, one of the 

prominent thinkers of leftist movement in Iran, died 10 years before the events of the 1979 

Revolution. Years later in a 2013 interview, Dariush Ashouri, who was a member of the Third 

Force Party founded by Maleki and had close associations with him, recalled that Maleki did not 

“believe in a bloody revolution and instead believed in reform.” He was especially interested in 

India and Jawaharlal Nehru’s work in India. Regardless of his disdain for “bloody revolutions,” 

his intellectual work was part of the groundwork that would give rise to the 1979 Revolution.  

Jalal-e Al-e Ahmad also, died in 1969, a few months after Khalil Maleki. Unlike Maleki 

who was never mainstreamed into the discourse of the Iranian revolution, Jalal Al-e Ahmad in 

part through his book Westoxification, became a key figure in the personification of the Perso-

Islamic revolutionary ideals and identity. Al-e Ahmad had met with a wide range of individuals 

from Samad Behrangi, the leftist writer, to Ali Shari’ati, the Muslim sociologist whose work 

contributed to the concept of “Islamic-Marxism” to Ruhollah Khomeini, the influential Shiite 

cleric, who is considered the leader of the 1979 Revolution. When Al-e Ahmad met with 
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Khomeini, he saw Khomeini as a powerful source of resistance against the West. However, he 

also had criticisms about Khomeini, the key one being that he was too stubborn and hard-headed. 

His nephew, who accompanied him to that meeting, recalled that Al-e Ahmad had used the term 

khoshk-sar, hot-tempered, to describe Khomeini. Al-e Ahmad believed that it was impossible to 

“enter into a political negotiation” with Khomeini. 51 Despite his infatuation with Khomeini, and 

his call in Westoxification, he called on people to resist against the so-called Western influence, 

cultural and economic bondage. In my research, I did not find any express call to revolution.  

Today, forty years after the 1979 Revolution, despite his complicated relationships, Al-e Ahmad 

is simply celebrated as one of the powerful symbols of Iran’s Islamic regime, as reflected in the 

Islamic Republic’s commemoration of Al-e Ahmad in various forms from production of stamps 

to literary awards, street names and more.  

Simin Daneshvar, who met Khomeini along with Al-e Ahmad, also had a complicated 

position in relation to the 1979 Revolution and the Islamic Republic. According to Abdol-Karim 

Soroush,52 Daneshvar was quite infatuated with Khomeini and paid fealty to him.53 Whatever 

Daneshvar’s feelings toward Khomeini or what became known as the “Islamic Revolution,” she 

was vocal about her values both before and after the 1979 Revolution. Before the revolution, 

although she did not affiliate herself with any specific ideology or movement, she was part of the 

revolution in how she spoke up against the injustice of her era and participated in key events 

such as Dah Shab-e She’r, the Ten Nights of Poetry (October 10-19, 1977) at the Goethe 

Institute.54 Organized by the oppositional group, Kanoon-e Nevisandegan-e Iran, Writers’ 
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Association in Iran, these ten nights turned out to be one of the key turning points toward the 

era’s revolutionary movement. Although, the event was supposed to be a cultural event without 

any political statements against the regime, from the very beginning, the poets and writers called 

for an end to censorship, freedom of thought, the responsibilities of intellectuals, inequality, and 

oppression. Simin Daneshvar, who was the first speaker of the ten nights, began by saying: 

 

During the first millennium BC in India, we encounter this question “what is the 
substance of the Universe and where will it end? And we also read this eternal response: 
The Universe was created from Freedom, it will rest in Freedom, and it will dissolve in 
Freedom. Defending Freedom, this existential mystery, is the most important issue in the 
contemporary arts…I shall begin my speech by praising Freedom, in the hope that this 
right will again be recognized for artists and all others.55  

 

In that speech, she arguably took one of the most zealous political positions when she expressly 

recognized the connection between the arts, freedom, and by association social justice. She 

continued to be involved in the politics of her time by exposing power through her writing until 

her death in 2012.  

Similar to Daneshvar, on the seventh night of the Ten Nights of Poetry, Dariush Ashuri 

spoke about how every human being is in possession of an inner freedom which cannot be taken 

away from him. He added that poetry and poems have a connection to this inner freedom.56 He 

was involved throughout the revolution, mostly through his writings, which included the analysis 

of the cultural aspects of the 1979 Revolution. In a 2013 interview, Ashouri, similar to other 

scholars, acknowledged the intimate connection between the 1979 Revolution and the Islamicate 
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aspects of Iran’s society; he believed that the impact of the 1979 Revolution will not be clear for 

many years to come.  

Finally, Ebrahim Golestan was connected to the 1979 Revolution through his 

contributions to the Pahlavi era progressive arts and literature which, similar to his peers work 

exposed power.  For example, in an interview his daughter, Lily Golestan, remembered how his 

film, Ganjineh-ha-ye Gohar (1965), The Crown Jewels, criticized the kings for having 

accumulation of wealth in jewels. The film especially stung the regime because Ebrahim 

Golestan had used government funding to make a film that criticize the king who was considered 

the head of the government.  Regardless of his important work and ties in the arts community, in 

1967, soon after his lover, Forough Farrokhzad, died in an accident, Golestan abruptly left Iran. 

Since his wife and children remained in Iran he would occasionally come back and even do some 

work. However, in 1974 he was picked up by Shah’s secret police for his film Asrar-e Ganj-e 

Darreh-ye Jenni (1974), Secrets of the Treasures of the Jinn Valley. Through some connections 

and most likely also for his name, he was released after a few days. But Lily Golestan 

remembers that this arrest had a very negative impact on her father. In 1975, Ebrahim Golestan 

sold his studio and immigrated to UK, never to return to Iran. In short, regardless of their 

physical presence in Iran or whether they were living, these intellectuals had a long-lasting 

influence on the formation of the consciousness that would lead to the 1979 Revolution. 57
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CHAPTER 2: OUT WITH THE OLD AND IN WITH THE NEW: HEGEMONIC 
MASCULINITY & THE RECONFIGURATION OF THE RELIGIOUS PATRIARCHY 
INTO STATE PATRIARCHY (1925-1979) 
 

 

This chapter provides a general overview of the Pahlavi era’s hegemonic masculinity. 

Since it is beyond the scope of this chapter to present a detailed account of the reconfiguration of 

gender, it examines the shift in gender practice in a selection of the era’s dominant frameworks 

of modernization, centralization, nationalism, and Iran’s relationship with the “West” as well as 

the impacts of the major actors such as Shiite clerics, the dominant leftist movement and the 

women’s rights movement. The analysis does not necessarily strictly follow the gendered 

structures of “power, labor and cathexis” discussed in the introduction; but uses them as 

guidelines. The chapter demonstrates that the Pahlavi era’s hegemonic masculinity was a new 

configuration required to uphold the state patriarchy. Through their engagement with state- 

structured frameworks, various civil society actors negotiated a reconfiguration of hegemonic 

masculinity which was more beneficial to upholding state patriarchy as opposed to religious 

patriarchy.  

 

Centralization, Modernization, and Nationalism: The Driving Forces of the Iranian State’s 
Reconfiguration of Hegemonic Masculinity (1925-1941) 

 
   

In the first period of the Pahlavi era (1925-1941), hegemonic masculinity and emphasized 

femininity were renegotiated to maintain the reconfiguration of the patriarchy in the nation-state 

of Iran. The goal was not to overcome the patriarchal framework but to re-fashion masculinity 

and femininity to fit an emerging modern nation-state in the global context. The reconfiguration 
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occurred in the context of the centralization of government and the modernization project- Reza 

Shah’s roadmap for bringing Iran up to par with the Western world. However, everyone did not 

agree with the necessity to keep up with the western world. In fact, these measures reduced the 

economic and social power of the clerics and led to dissent from those clerics who could not 

easily renegotiate their position in relation to the new order. For the most part intellectuals were 

not opposed to the spirit of modernization and centralization, but Reza Shah’s despotism and 

control. Throughout this period, Reza Shah, the government and the Iranian people negotiated 

their sense of selves and the sovereignty of the nation under the physical and political 

interference of Britain and Soviet Union.  

 

Dreaming of a Man with an Iron Fist 

The final stages of the Qajar dynasty proved to be quite chaotic and unstable. During the 

late 19th and early 20th century, the Persian Empire was facing a weak, almost nonexistent central 

government, tribal warfare, and power struggles between the Soviet Union and the United 

Kingdom. The idea of a powerful patriarch was so palatable that many Iranians were hoping that 

an “iron-fisted” patriarch would come to “rescue the country.” 1 Their wish was granted when 

Reza Khan, a forty-two-year-old Cossack colonel with the backing of the British officers, led the 

coup that that ended the Qajar dynasty. His arrival meant the eventual consolidation of the 

Pahlavi State-Patriarchy. In 1926, Reza Shah crowned himself and initiated an aggressive 

centralization and modernization project. His overall goal was to create a controlled “modern” 

nation with a unified population of “new” Iranians who were globally competitive and 
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comparable to their western counterparts.2 Intentionally or not, the centralization, modernization 

and nationalization projects reinforced Iran’s patriarchal system by reconfiguring the traditional 

tribal/religious hegemonic masculinity in service to the state.  

Although centralization may have been necessary for the preservation of Iran as a nation-

state, it also reinforced patriarchal frameworks, first and foremost by reinforcing 

authoritarianism. The state demanded unquestioning obedience within its patriarchal framework. 

Reza Khan centralized the government through the use of absolute force as opposed to 

democratic visions and values. His power in part lay in his fortified army, as well as control over 

his network of nobles and landowners. Through military operations and negotiations with the 

tribal chiefs who wanted to salvage their own power, Reza Shah “calmed” the tribal uprisings 

and fragmentations. In an effort to eradicate the tribal way of life, Reza Shah initiated a series of 

measures including disarming the tribes, direct taxation, forced relocation, uniform clothing and 

military conscription.3 Reza Shah’s military conscription decree, which required all Iranian men 

to serve for two years in the armed forces, caused every Iranian family including the tribes’ able-

bodied men to have a tie to the army, potentially increasing their sense of patriotism. In other 

words, Reza Shah institutionalized and strengthened a pro-military culture which, among other 

things included the establishment of military conscription and the subordination of all ethnic 

tribes. It is not accidental that in promotion and reinforcement of military prowess, as reflected in 

his numerous photographs, Reza Shah almost always appeared in public in his military uniform.4 

In short, from the start Reza Shah’s actions insured the reinforcement of a new hyper-masculine 

space, where machismo and force became equivalent with male status and success.  

                                                             
2 Stephanie Cronin, ed. The Making of Modern Iran: State and Society 1921-1941 (New York: Routledge 
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Another mandatory requirement for achieving status and success was the uniformization 

of the “Iranian” identity. In part, the consciousness of an “Iranian” identity existed even in 11th 

century where the Persian Ferdowsi, the epic poet of Shahnameh wrote the tale of the war 

between the Iranians and the arch nemesis Turanids and when Iranians encountered Greeks, 

Arabs and more. However, in the context of modern history, the homogenized uniformed Iranian 

national identity that was tied to territorial sovereignty was established and reinforced during the 

Pahlavi era (1921-1979). This uniformity was arguably necessary given the global trend of 

nationalism, thus the need for a unified patriotic army and nation. However, such repression of 

Iran’s diversity was also due to Reza Shah’s uncertainty about the loyalty of Iran’s diverse ethnic 

identities. Whatever the reason, Reza Shah declared that all citizens first and foremost were 

Iranian, which essentially meant Persian as opposed to Turkish-Iranian, Kurdish-Iranian, Arab-

Iranian and so on. Along the same line, he also declared Persian as the only official language of 

Iran.5 In part, unifying the new nation of Iran under the control of the state and one central 

government was a more insidious reconfiguration of the patriarchy, since under the traditional 

local patriarchies, the subordination of women at the hands of the male members of the 

community was more detectable. Under the new form of state patriarchy, the subordination of 

women and non-normative masculinities still existed, but the impersonal government presented 

itself as “even-handed” in relation to Iranian men and women. But in reality, this allowed the 

state to become the ultimate patriarch with control over both men and women. Furthermore, state 

patriarchy institutionalized how traditional religious and family patriarchies had controlled and 

dictated women’s lives for centuries. Ultimately, the shift from the Perso-Islamic patriarchy to 

institutionalized state patriarchy remained uninterested in addressing the patriarchal hierarchy 
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entrenched in the local cultures. Instead, it may have further exasperated patriarchal power. In a 

context where masculinity is tied to men’s role as protectors and patriarchs of women and 

children, the Pahlavi governmental measures emasculated these tribal men by stripping them of 

their ethnic identities and languages, and therefore cultural power. These measures positioned 

“their” women as subjects of the state as opposed to daughters, sisters and mothers in their 

communities. These communities were also the domain of clerics who saw themselves as the 

guardians of the Islamic ummah and the determinative voice in the issues of gender and 

sexuality- be it marriage, divorce or determination of moral norms.  

 

Stripping Away Clerical Powers, Ethnic Clothing, and Women’s Veils 

The shift in hegemonic masculinity was not a clear binary of secular versus devout 

Muslim. Instead, to Reza Shah, it was a necessity for remedying the “backwardness” of Iranian 

society. As such, the new reconfiguration of masculinity had to move away from traditionally 

powerful religious men toward a new and “modern” devout male Iranian. In some ways, this 

“new” devout Iranian could be Reza Shah himself, who according to his daughter Ashraf Pahlavi 

was a “patriotic Iranian” and a “deeply religious man.”6 In a sense the state, through 

centralization and modernization, attempted to take over matters such as its citizens’ family 

affairs. which previously fell under the domain of Sharia law and the clerics. The clergy did not 

have a uniform position on centralization and modernization; however, it was not surprising that 

many of them, especially those who could not secure a relationship with the state apparatus, 

refused to give up their power without a fight. They were especially sensitive toward the civil 

code, even though the civil codes were mostly codified Sharia law. The Marriage Act of 1931 
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did attempt to create a level of accountability by requiring marriages and divorces to be recorded 

in the state registry. But at the end, the 1932 civil codes preserved the Sharia laws such as 

upholding polygamy, recognizing the husband as the head of the household, and leaving divorce 

as the right of men, so much so that the wife did not need to be present or even aware that she 

was being divorced.7 Although many of the measures mentioned above remained consistent with 

Sharia laws, the clerics opposed them, claiming that the codes were anti-Islamic. In actuality, 

what angered the clerics was the secularization of the court system, which stripped the clerics of 

their ability to earn a living through the registrations of events and documents that usually 

happened in the clerics’ offices.8 The secularization of the court system and the civil codes also 

had the effect of stripping these men of being able to earn a living for their families- a trait 

intimately connected to successful masculinity. Furthermore, the State forced the patriarchy 

away from conservative clerics who viewed themselves as guardians of what was framed as the 

Perso-Islamic traditions. These clerics were suddenly demoted from being the determiners and 

protectors of morality to being living relics of “backward” religiosity. Especially when it came to 

women’s sexuality, reproductive, and family rights, the clergy certainly had seen themselves as 

the rightful guardians. Thus, the conservative clerics’ opposition toward Reza Shah’s state and 

the West was not simply about elimination of Islam or about secularization; it was also about 

men trying to maintain power in the social order and especially as it pertained to those who 

appeared effeminate, as well as women’s bodies and minds.  

Given that bodies are one of the most visible sites of negotiation and struggle, Reza 

Shah’s imposition of dress reform policies turned out to be a key point of his modernization 
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effort and one of the most controversial issues between the new and old gatekeepers of 

hegemonic masculinity. Reza Shah’s 1920s dress reform required men and women to shed all 

ethnic/regional attires and dress in western-styled clothing. Since the ultimate function of the 

patriarchy is to maintain control, hegemonic masculinity does not just subordinate women but 

also maintains a hierarchy of masculinity. In part, Reza Shah’s dress reform served to distinguish 

the new state patriarchal system from the outdated religious and tribal patriarchies by controlling 

both Iranian men and women. As such, in 1927, Reza Shah ordered Iranian men to wear the 

Pahlavi hat, a round hat with a rim modeled after the French military cap. According to a number 

of scholars, such a requirement caused strong objections, especially from the clergy and the 

devout, because the rim prevented the men from touching their foreheads to the ground, a 

requirement for the Muslim prayer.9 As much as the men’s dress reform created turmoil, it was 

still nowhere near the outrage provoked by women’s dress reform. As previously mentioned, a 

core characteristic of hegemonic masculinity is to present men as successful protectors of 

women, which essentially means asserting and preserving the dominance of masculinity through 

controlling female bodies and relations. The clergy, seeing themselves as the spiritual patriarchs 

of the Islamic ummah and the protectors of the female members, were most enraged with the 

women’s dress reform. Although their rage was seemingly about weakening Islamic values, it 

was also because the dress reform forced “their” women to shed their veils and dress in western 

clothing and “lose their chastity, honor and modesty.”10  

The dress reform was a very conspicuous manifestation of the reconfiguration of gender 

practice as it pertained to bodies- a most intimate sense of self and identity. In this context the 
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state imposed the dress reform, while the citizens renegotiated their sense of selves through 

consent or opposition. But overall, women and any men who fell outside the norms of 

masculinity suffered the most. Men were expected to be mainly subordinate to the state. In 

contrast, women became the sites of struggle for the patriarchal state, religious institutions and 

the men who wanted to prove their legitimacy and power through women’s compliance or non-

compliance. One of the first events demonstrating this conflict occurred during the Muslim holy 

month of Ramadan in 1928 over the “offensive behavior” of Reza Shah’s female relatives. On 

this day, Reza Shah’s female relatives had decided to go to Qom to the Shrine of Hazrat 

Ma’soumeh; according to one account, instead of wearing the traditional thicker chador, they 

arrived in Qom wearing hats, and according to another account, they allowed for their veils to 

slip; either way, their “inappropriate Hijab” provoked the cleric, Ayatollah Bafeqi, to complain. 

Upon receiving the news, Reza Shah drove from Tehran to Qom, and as a mean of showing clear 

disrespect for the clerics, marched into the shrine with his boots on and physically punished the 

clerics who had complained.11 If such an event did in fact take place, Reza Shah’s actions 

reinforced that the most powerful masculine actor would always prevail. Regardless of whether 

the account is true or not, it is indicative of how those with conservative religious beliefs saw 

Reza Shah and his dress reform as a despotic action. 

In reality, the effect of the dress reform was more complicated than a straightforward 

emancipatory or repressive measure for women. It created the possibility of women being able to 

appear in public without the imposition of hijab. However, the state’s hierarchization of 

women’s clothing, with unveiled western clothing being superior to veiled or Islamic attire, 

transformed these clothes into tools of resistance. Suddenly, the possibility of unveiling meant 
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that women could choose to resist religious spaces by their choice of clothing. On the other hand, 

the “forbidden” veil was also reinforced as a tool of resistance to the state, for those who sought 

their identity in religious spaces. Regardless, women’s bodies continued to be the site of the state 

and religious struggle for dominance. Given the persistence of the patriarchal framework, 

intimate issues such as women’s bodies and their choices of clothing continued to be determined 

by those who successfully implement normative masculinity. The state officials and the male 

clerics both of whom saw themselves as “protectors,” made decisions about women’s bodies. 

This hyper masculine conflict between the state and the conservative clerics further escalated 

when in 1935 Reza Shah put in place an aggressive ban on women’s veils. To set an example, 

the king pledged to dismiss any higher officials if their wives appeared veiled in public 

gatherings. Low ranking government employees, as well, risked fines if they were caught in 

public with their veiled wives. The dress reform was intended in part to transform Iranians into 

modern citizens who looked similar to their western counterparts.12 The similarity most likely 

was expected to bring similar respect in the international arena. It is undeniable that the dress 

reform was emancipatory for a selection of Iranians. In the international framework, the new 

Iranians were simply “dressed” to fit their new role and were not necessarily viewed as equal to 

their European/Western counterparts. In part, the dress reform proved to be yet another manner 

of reinforcing subordination, a key component of hegemonic masculinity.  

Although measures such as the dress reform appeared as anti-Islamic, Reza Shah’s goal 

was not to disrupt the Perso-Islamic patriarchy but to harness it for the service of the nation and 

in many ways his own power. Thus, Reza Shah did not necessarily oppose conservative, gender 

discriminatory, Islamic values, which continued to be prevalent in Iranian society. In fact, he 
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certainly tolerated aspects of Islam, such as polygyny, that were beneficial to his personal life 

and only interfered with aspects of Islamic masculinity that threatened his scope of control. As 

far as society was concerned, Reza Shah did very little to change the prevalence and influence of 

conservative Islamic thought in civil institutions. Consistent with the patriarchal hierarchy, 

where masculine dominance is most important, Reza Shah wanted absolute control and did not 

want any interference from the clergy. Thus, clerical power existed in opposition to the state but 

remained intact in civil society.13 In fact, the state patriarchy certainly recognized Iran as a 

Muslim nation and expected the new Iranians to be loyal to their government and serve the 

nation-state.14  

 

The Educated Patriotic Iranians and the “Foreigners” 

Although the modern educational system was based on western models, the ultimate goal 

of this system was to ensure the loyalty and “proper” upbringing of future generations of 

nationalist Iranian men and women. To reach this goal, the educational curriculum and textbooks 

were filled with lessons of nationalism aimed to replace the former Islamic patriarchy with 

“obedience [toward] the God-King and country.” Toward that effort, the seemingly secularized 

education drew from Iran’s pre-Islamic glory and included new branches of learning such as the 

history of pre-Islamic Iran and Ferdowsi’s Epic of Kings which in turn reinforced the legitimacy 

of the Shah by situating him in ancient Persian history.15 Although Iran’s modern educational 

framework was positive in providing a systematic science-based education for those who were 
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able to access the system, it was not intended for challenging the patriarchal framework as it 

related to the state or religious spaces.  

Instead, the modern education system updated the traditional gender roles by making 

them applicable to the new state patriarchal framework. Male students had a more rigorous 

school curriculum, since they were assumed to be more intelligent. Boys were also offered more 

athletic opportunities and military preparedness, which was consistent with their assigned duties 

of being providers and protectors of women, children and society at large. Female students, who 

were viewed as having a lesser role in society, were provided “a slightly simpler” educational 

curriculum. It is true that girls could take up “women’s” jobs such as nursing or teaching, or 

“secretarial” work; but the ideal female role still remained to be a mother and a wife. Also, girls 

were still expected not to be athletic but “fit” since they were required to be responsible for both 

domestic work and their professional duties. To this end, girls’ education was also 

“supplemented with sewing and drawing.” 16 In short, although the educational system had many 

positive impacts, it was also a rebranding of the traditional patriarchal framework as “modern” 

and not equally beneficial to both male and female students. In the Pahlavi educational 

curriculum, not unlike the western models, men and women were still by nature considered to be 

different and limited to their gender specific roles in society and thus were educated based on 

their biologically assigned sex at birth. 17 One equally enforced aspect of the education system 

was its zealous nationalism, which strived to protect Iran’s sovereignty but also potentially 

further strengthened the state patriarchy as well as the binary of Iranians and non-Iranians.18 

                                                             
16 Matthee, “Transforming Dangerous Nomads,” 316. 
17 Fausto Sterling “The Bare Bones of Sex: Part I- Sex and Gender,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and 
Society 30, no. 21 (2005):1491- 1527; James C. Albisetti, Joy Goodman and Rebecca Rogers, eds. Girl’s Secondary 
Education in the Western World: From the 18th to the 20th Century (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
18 Afshin Marashi, Nationalizing Iran: Culture, Power, and the State (Washington: University of Washington Press, 
2008). 



87 
 

Logically, given its purpose of promoting and preserving the sovereignty of Iran, Reza 

Shah’s nationalism was coupled with opposition to any interference or influence from foreign 

powers, be it at the state or societal level.19 Though Reza Shah may have come to power with the 

help of British forces, he was very guarded against foreign powers’ interference in the country’s 

affairs, including civil society. Throughout his reign, he contended with the British and Russian 

empires, which were in constant power struggles to increase their concessions of Iran’s natural 

resources. From the very beginning, Reza Shah annulled the 19th century capitulations that gave 

extraterritorial jurisdiction to Europeans, transferred the right to print money from the Imperial 

Bank of Britain to the newly established National Bank of Iran (August 19, 1928)20 and took 

over the administration of Iran’s telegraph system from the Indo-European company as well as 

customs, which were collected by Belgian officials. His distrust of foreign presence was 

especially apparent in his educational policies.  

In his efforts to reduce foreign interference with Iranians, Reza Shah also prohibited 

missionaries from owning land and setting up schools without police permission.21 He reduced 

the control of foreign missionaries on education by increasing enrollment in modern primary 

schools which were monitored by Iran’s ministry of education.22 A 1928 decree essentially 

forced the mission schools to abide by Iran’s new compulsory standardized national exam. The 

passing of the compulsory national exam was also tied to Iran’s compulsory military 

conscription. All male students who passed the exam would be commissioned as officers in 

training while those who failed would be sent to boot camp. Since the missionary school students 
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were prominently from elite Iranian families who were eager to be commissioned as officers, in 

order to serve their elite students, the missionary schools were then forced to teach and tailor 

their curriculum around Iran standardized curriculum of national education.23 Given the intrusive 

presence of foreign powers in Iran, Reza Shah’s exclusionary polices can be understood. In the 

context of modern nation states, striding toward sovereignty and political power was necessary 

for the survival of Iran as a nation-state. Despite his efforts, however, Iran continued to remain 

under the influence of foreign powers. 

 

The Eventual Powerlessness of the Dictator-Father-King 

During the 1930s, Reza Shah’s absolutism gradually transformed Iran’s government into 

an autocracy. He especially targeted the Iranian left which in part had been bolstered by the 1917 

Bolshevik Revolution. Staring in 1931, Reza Shah banned all organizations that espoused 

“collectivist ideologies,” with leftists as the main target of his distrust and crackdown Reza 

Shah’s government did not even tolerate literary salons for fear of leftist literature. 24 A key 

event in the history of modern Iran was when in 1937 Reza Shah arrested and jailed 53 

prominent literary figures, known as the “53 individuals.” Little did Reza Shah know that in less 

than five years, these thinkers and intellectuals would become the founders of the prominent 

leftist Tudeh party and that he would be banished to exile.25  

At the end, Reza Shah, who was viewed as an iron-fisted warrior, the “Father-King,” was 

powerless against the occupation of the Western forces. When the Western Allies occupied Iran 
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during WWII, Reza Shah was painted as a Nazi sympathizer without any consideration of 

whether this position was a defensive maneuver against Britain and the Soviet Union. On the one 

hand, the hierarchy of power inherent to the patriarchy and the toxic position of dominant 

masculinity was reinforced by the Allies. These intruders had the entitlement and the power to 

depose the king of a supposedly sovereign nation and exile him to South Africa, a destination 

chosen not by Reza Shah but by the foreign forces.26 But on the other hand, this shift in the 

dictatorial atmosphere led to the revival of political dissent and the possibility of moving toward 

a more inclusive, less unjust system. An open political space also carries the potential for the 

renegotiation of hegemonic masculinity and a movement toward gender equality. In this context, 

in October 1941, barely a month after the Allies replaced Reza Shah with his son, Mohammad 

Reza Shah, the “53 Individuals,” Panjah-o-Seh Nafar, the same group of male intellectuals who 

in 1937 were imprisoned by Reza Shah, founded the Marxist-Leninist Tudeh party on a platform 

of social justice, including gender equality. Mohammad Reza Shah spent the entirety of his reign 

trying to eliminate the voices of Islamist and leftist opposition in Iran.27  

 

Dissent & the Renegotiation of Hegemonic Masculinity During the Pahlavi Era (1941-1979) 

During the second period of the Pahlavi era (1941-1979), it was the dissent and not the 

state that impacted the reconfiguration of the era’s hegemonic masculinity. The State under 

Mohammad Reza Shah did not cause any major shifts in hegemonic masculinity since the king 

continued his father’s modernization projects and attempted to manipulate circumstances to 

maintain a more or less autocratic government. Although he inherited a centralized government 
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and an extensive bureaucracy and administrative system, when Mohammad Reza Shah replaced 

his father, Iran was still in disarray, caused in part by British and Soviet occupations, internal 

corruption and related economic difficulties. For the first 13 years of his reign (1941-1953), 

Mohammad Reza Shah attempted to address some of these issues and ease the crack down on 

civil society. The opening of public spaces allowed for the return of the old elite, such as 

Mohammad Mosaddegh, and also gave rise to nationalist, Islamist, and leftist voices of dissent.  

Picking up on people’s demands, which included their flagrant objection to foreign 

concessions and the elites’ accumulation of wealth, the communist Tudeh party was able to 

mobilize and become one of the most popular organizations of its time. The party’s popularity 

could have enabled it to become a significant actor in challenging the hegemonic masculinity of 

the Pahlavi era. Instead, the Tudeh party merely reconfigured the hegemonic masculinity by 

establishing the same hierarchical patriarchal gendered framework as before, with the only 

difference of bringing Marxist/leftist language and ideology into the mix. Whatever the 

possibility, the Tudeh party lost its popularity once it remained silent towards the Soviet Union’s 

occupation of Iran and its demand for oil concessions. The party’s remaining power was lost 

after the 1953 coup when Mohammad Reza Shah, terrified of losing his monarchy, reestablished 

his father’s harsh policies on civil society and proceeded with systematic arrests and executions 

of Tudeh party members and sympathizers. 28 However, much to the detriment of the regime, 

that was not the last of opposition against the regime. 

The remaining years of the Pahlavi era (1954-1979) lent themselves to contradictory 

circumstances such as the relative economic and political stability of the nation in the global 

arena, but also the widening of the economic gap and more and more political dissent. Although 
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Iran’s oil production and most of its revenue remained in the hands of American and European 

corporations, thanks to lavish U. S. military aid, Mohammad Reza Shah was able to maintain 

partial stability in the country. However, continuous corruption, crackdowns on civil society, a 

lack of transparency and the slow pace of progress created a growing disparity between the 

wealthy and the impoverished classes. In this context, under the skin of a stable society, 

intellectuals used allegorical and metaphorical literature as tools of resistance.29 The era also 

witnessed the rise of armed revolutionaries and organized Islamist activists. The Islamists, armed 

revolutionaries and the intellectuals viewed any western influence as imperialist. The totality of 

circumstances pushed any issues around gender and sexuality rights to the margins. The 

immediate goal was to achieve the fall of the Monarchy, which was achieved in 1979, leading to 

the eventual emergence of a more conservative hybrid of ‘religious’ and ‘modern’ hegemonic 

masculinity.  

 

The Western Allies and Another Subordinate Father-King  

The hierarchical characteristic of patriarchal frameworks was reinforced when 

Mohammad Reza Shah began his reign in subordination to the Western Allies. His installation 

had allowed the three Allies, Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and the United States, to achieve 

their two main goals of gaining physical control over oil and securing a corridor to the Soviet 

Union. This foreign control maintained the historical power disparity so aptly reflected in the 

British minister’s report. In this report, Sir Reader Bullard described the installation of 

Mohammad Reza Shah as an act of rescue for the Iranian people. He wrote: “The Persians expect 
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that we should at least save them from [Reza] Shah’s tyranny as compensation for invading their 

country.” In further correspondence with the young king, Bullard wrote that the Allies had 

agreed to give him “a trial [period] subject to good behavior.” 30 It is important to note that 

Mohammad Reza Shah never publicly took issue with the abdication of his father as a violation 

of his monarchical power or Iran’s sovereignty. Arguably he had little choice in the matter of his 

own ascension to the throne; as such his ascension, in and of itself, was also an act of 

subordination to those Allies who had exiled his father out of his own country and chosen 

Mohammad Reza Shah for their own political and economic interests. In this context, 

Mohammad Reza Shah’s replacement of his father once again speaks to the discursive 

relationship of hegemonic masculinity with the larger societal frameworks. Similar to the power 

dynamic between his father and the victorious Allies, Mohammad Reza Shah’s subordination to 

the Allies’ power mirrored dominance and subordination, the same power relation that is 

inherently characteristic of gendered relations. In a sense he and the people were “liberated” and 

“rescued” by the Allies, parallel to how the patriarchy benefits from assuming women as 

incapable and thus assigning men as the protectors, providers, and liberators of women. 

Regardless of whether mainstream Iranian people knew about the British minister’s infuriating 

narrative of the “white man’s burden” 31 rescuing the brown people from their own, they 

certainly did sense the impact of such an attitude. In addition to their imposing and threatening 

presence as occupiers, the Allies from a place of masculine dominance freely used Iranian 

resources despite the Iranian’s economic hardships, including food shortages. The Allies also 

took over Iran’s main transport route between the Persian Gulf and the Soviet Union, effectively 
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splitting Iran into two zones of control: The Soviets in the north and the British in the South. It 

should be noted that the Americans, though not visibly occupying Iran, gained significant 

political and economic influence by providing financial aid and training to Iran’s armed forces. 

Although the Allies had agreed to fully evacuate Iran after the war, they extended their 

occupation and consolidated their political and economic gains.32 A framework of domination 

and subordination overpowered the sovereignty of Iran as a nation-state and the self-

determination of its people. Under the circumstances, as a nation-state Iran struggled for its 

survival with little capacity to even recognize, much less address, the gendered shortcomings of a 

patriarchal framework. In addition, the framework of dominance and subordination was once 

again reinforced on multiple societal levels, thus reinforcing the skeleton of patriarchal 

legitimacy.  

 

Opening Up Civil Society: Dissent and Reconfiguration of Hegemonic Masculinity  

Knowing full well that he had to establish his authority and power as the new “father-

king,” Mohammad Reza Shah did take some measures to win the people’s favor. To appear more 

like a leader than a military dictator, the Shah made a number of well-publicized gestures. The 

young Shah took his oath of office in front of the parliament in civilian clothes, vowed to reign 

as a constitutional monarch, and allocated new funding for public health and civil institutions 

such as libraries and hospitals. Also, in order to forge alliances with the clergy, the Shah once 

again empowered the old religious patriarchy. In this effort, he made a number of well-

publicized pilgrimages and restored the religious endowments. Most significantly, Mohammad 

Reza Shah assured the senior clergy as opposed to Iranian women, that he would lift the ban on 
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veiling and allow each local community to make decisions about women’s veiling.33 Since the 

local communities were well-established patriarchal spaces, most likely the decision remained in 

the hands of the men of those communities. His efforts toward addressing societal need 

eventually proved to be insufficient. But these new open spaces did allow for the emergence of 

social movements, including the leftist Tudeh party.  

 

The Tudeh party began with hopes and promises of social reform. The party had been 

founded soon after the installation of Mohammed Reza Shah by some members of the group “53 

Individuals,” Panjah-o-Seh Nafar. It quickly attracted a large following from a wide base, 

ranging from intellectuals to the emerging industrial working class and some segments of the 

peasantry.34 Based on inclusivity, their program intended to unite the masses without 

antagonizing the clergy and to draw upon a wide membership ranging from non-Marxist radicals 

to democrats.35 In fact, the Tudeh party went as far as avoiding calling themselves “communists” 

for fear of antagonizing the clergy. The party’s program was a specific proposal to attract 

“workers, peasants, women, and such members of the middle class…as intellectuals, small 

landowners, craftsmen-traders, and low-ranking government employees;” the Party’s ideals 

included “freedom of the press, freedom of speech, freedom of assembly as well as people’s 

right to participate in parliamentary elections.”36 To women in particular, the Tudeh party 

pledged political rights, welfare assistance for indigent mothers and equal pay for equal work. 

The program also called for “national independence from all forms of colonialism and 
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imperialism”37 The Tudeh party did achieve some progress toward social justice. For example, in 

1946 they organized a general strike which forced the Anglo-Iranian oil company to concede to 

the eight-hour day, Friday holiday, higher pay, overtime scales, higher wages, and better 

housing.38  

However, the party’s popularity and any further fruition of its reform programs was 

short-lived when the party made some wrong decisions and the state in turn engaged in 

crackdown and manipulation. The Tudeh party lost much of its support when it sided with the 

Soviet Union’s demands for oil concessions as well as the Soviet sponsorship of separatist 

Kurdish and Azerbaijan movements. Ironically, once the Soviet came to an agreement with 

Mohammad Reza Shah‘s government, the Soviets abandoned their supposed Tudeh comrades to 

the mercy of the Pahlavi regime.39 In addition, the Tudeh party was further weakened due to an 

internal conflict and eventual split caused by differing position about the actions of the Soviet 

Union.40 Taking advantage of the Party’s weakness, for the next four years (1946-1950) Ahmad 

Qavam, the prime minister at the time, aggressively pursued and arrested several of the Tudeh 

party members.41 This weakening of the party led to the emergence of a new nationalist 

movement in the fifties centered around the charismatic public figure of Mohammad Mosaddeq 

who eventually became Prime Minister (1951-1953) and zealously campaigned for the 

nationalization of Iran’s oil.42 
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Although Iran’s nationalist movement was yet another male-centered movement, Iran’s 

nationalization of oil might have meant the empowerment of the Iranian people and other 

similarly situated countries, which could have led to a more suitable atmosphere for challenging 

patriarchal frameworks. It is now well-established that Iranian control of its own oil resources 

would have had serious consequences for the United States and the United Kingdom. In addition 

to causing grave financial loss for both countries, Iran’s success would have possibly triggered 

other countries such as Indonesia, Venezuela and Iraq to demand control over their own 

resources.43 Furthermore, the nationalization of Iranian oil would have been a step toward 

engaging in democratic practices, which is the foundation of a more just society. Unfortunately, 

there is little room for democratic practice in patriarchal frameworks in which hyper-masculine 

forces have the final word.  

Knowing full well that the old man would not back down, the Western officials began an 

immediate campaign to attack Mossadegh’s character and identity. Through Western media and 

newspapers, the Western officials insisted that they could not reach a settlement with Mossadegh 

because he was “fanatical, crazy, erratic, eccentric, slippery, unbalanced, absurd, childish, 

tiresome and single-minded, inflammatory, volatile and unstable, sentimentally mystical, wild, 

wily Oriental, unwilling to face fact, dictatorial, xenophobic, Robespierre-like, Frankenstein-like, 

unprepared to listen to reason and common sense, and swayed by a martyrdom complex. ”44 In 

other words, they presented Mossadegh as an unreliable, absolutely irrational loose cannon. 

Furthermore, the West presented Mosaddegh as being as unbalanced, sentimental, and erratic, 
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characteristics which are historically often reserved for women.45 Not only was Mosaddegh 

presented as an infantile, effeminate man, but according to the British ambassador the entire 

nation was incapable of making sound decisions about their national resources. At the time, the 

British ambassador noted to his American counterpart that Iran, like Haiti, was “immature” and 

therefore needed to remain under a firm foreign hand for at least another two decades.46 “Drew 

Pearson, the venerable dean of American journalism, warned that it would be far too dangerous 

for America to have gas prices and the future of the “Free World” in the hands of such men as 

Mosaddeq and his foreign minister whom they falsely accused of having been convicted of 

corruption and jury tampering.”47 Unable to intimidate Prime Minister Mosaddegh, the United 

States and Great Britain, with no regard for the consequences of interrupting democracy, 

overthrew Mosaddegh’ government through the now infamous 1953 coup d’état.  

In a way the 1953 coup was also reflective of the imperial masculine hierarchy. The coup 

was engineered by Western men who believed themselves to be superior to Iranians of all kinds 

and entitled to full access to Iran’s resources. The coup was then carried out with the 

participation of Iranian men who, despite the long-term harm to themselves and their country, 

cooperated with the United States and Britain for the sake of the temporary attainment of more 

power in an all-male arena. The Shah, recognizing the momentum of a revolutionary spirit, 

called the 1953 coup, which left more than three hundred dead, a “bloodless but heroic people’s 

revolution.” 48 After his re-installation, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi may have secured his position 
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as a king, but he lost even more legitimacy with most of his people, who more than ever 

identified the Shah as a weak man and a puppet of the United States and Britain.  

For the rest of his time as king (1953-1979), Mohammad Reza Shah attempted to hold 

onto power by simultaneously cracking down on society and taking some reform efforts. After 

the coup, the Shah continuously increased the funding and purchase of military equipment, 

eventually making Iran’s army the fifth largest army in the world.49 He also imposed even tighter 

control over governmental institutions as well as civil society. Similar to his father, Mohammad 

Reza Shah relied on court patronage, giving himself the authority to appoint ministers from 

prominent families. Even then, all communications between chiefs of services had to go through 

the royal palace.50 In civil society, he imposed tighter censorship, imprisonment and control on 

the opposition, including and not limited to the clerics, the leftist parties and the intellectuals. In 

order to effectively control and suppress civil society, in 1957 Mohammad Reza Shah, with the 

help and blessing of CIA and MOSSAD, established SAVAK, the intelligence agency, which 

became an effective tool of surveillance and when necessary violent enforcement. SAVAK had 

the power to surveil all spaces, from media to government jobs and university students. Their 

presence was so palpable that people assumed they were omnipresent. When necessary, they 

used torture and summery excursions to deal with political dissidents.51  

The irony was not lost on many people when in 1963, in the midst of state-imposed 

repression, Mohammad Reza Shah unveiled his White Revolution. In part, Mohammad Reza 
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Shah’s White Revolution was his effort to counter public mistrust and avoid any complications 

with the Kennedy administration’s human rights policies. It is important to note the significant 

impact of leftist revolutionaries on the hegemonic masculinity of their era. Mohammad Reza 

Shah had recognized that in order to appear as a capable father king, he had to co-opt part of the 

revolutionary persona. Thus, he concocted the term “White Revolution” and presented himself as 

the “revolutionary” hero who had led a “peaceful, bloodless revolution” of “the king and the 

People.” This revolution was supposed to be a drastic reform through a series of government-

enforced measures such as land reform, women’s enfranchisement, nationalizing of forests and 

pastures, formation of a literacy corps and institutions of profit-sharing schemes for workers in 

industry. 52 Some of the measures, such as the literacy corps and health corps, proved to be 

minimally effective in raising the rate of literacy and improving public health in rural areas.53 

However, the regime’s propaganda about the success of the White Revolution stood in stark 

contradiction to the economic hardships and social repressions of people’s daily lives. These 

extreme contradictions and Mohammad Reza Shah’s seemingly increased alliance with the 

western powers continued to lead to bitter distrust and anger among a significant number of 

people who felt a prevalent helplessness and lack of control.54 In addition, the White Revolution 

and particularly the women’s reforms angered the more conservative sectors of Iranian society 

such as the Shiite clerics, especially middle to upper ranking clerics like Khomeini, who had 

previously sided with the Shah against Mossadegh. 55  
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By the early 1960s, the oppositional groups, which now had gone through generational 

shifts, were mobilized both through the leadership of Khomeini and also the leftist organizations 

such as Organization of Iranian People’s Fedai Guerilla (OIPFG). These political groups, which 

consisted of both men and women, were unable to function freely once repression was reinstated. 

They operated in semi-legal conditions where their activities were constantly interrupted by the 

state. 56 The Islamists’ point of contention with the White Revolution, gender desegregation and 

Americans’ diplomatic immunity was silenced after a number of massacres and Khomeini’s exile 

to Iraq. However, Khomeini’s leadership and his mobilization of his followers continued from 

Iraq by means of disseminating of his messages through copied audio tapes.57 The writers and 

intellectuals, many of whom were leftists or left leaning, used their pen to resist the regime. They 

circumvented censorship by using allegorical tools, underground publications and distribution of 

their literature. The decade also witnessed a rise in leftist guerrilla movements as well as 

resistance through Islamic identity politics. In the absence of any real secular alternative for 

reform and enamored with the wave of Marxist revolutions across the globe, the leftists were 

involved in underground operations, the height of which was the Siahkal event.58 In 1971 

thirteen armed guerrillas attempted to free one of their comrades from a gendarmerie in the 

northern town of Siahkal. The strength of the revolutionaries was reflected in the Shah’s 

exaggerated reaction. To stop these 13 young men, the Shah called his brother along with the 

army’s special forces, helicopters and several officers.59 By arresting and executing guerrillas 

such Hamid Ashraf and Khosrow Golesorkhi, the activist and poet, Mohammad Reza Shah 
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created legendary men who are still remembered as heroes. Siahkal was the beginning of many 

years of armed struggle and underground activity. Mohammad Reza Shah’s regime engaged in 

an extensive counteroffensive movement to suppress the guerrilla movements. SAVAK 

imprisoned or murdered almost all of the founding members of OIPFG.60 By 1979, when the 

revolutionary movement in Iran was reaching its climax, the urban guerrilla movement had 

significantly weakened.  

Given the undeniable intrusion of the U.S. government, and since democracy for the 

OIPFG was an insignificant stage of the revolution, it was no surprise that despite the Islamists’ 

archaic gender politics,61 the male centric OIPFG made an alliance with the Islamists for the 

purpose of “defeating imperialism.” In this context, their neglect of the Islamists’ regressive 

gendered ideologies was also consistent with OIPFG’s own gender practices. The issue was not 

the absence of women; in fact, women were involved in the OIPFG from its inception in every 

aspect of the OIPFG’s activities, from armed struggle to underground activities and living in the 

team houses. The issue was that regardless of their presence and activities, women were treated 

as unequal to men. This was in part due to the dominant viewpoint that the men and women had 

different responsibilities in the revolution. On this issue, Mihan Jazani, the wife of OIPFG 

founding member and thinker Bijan Jazani, once said: 

We graduated from university at the same time… I willingly accepted all the 
responsibilities of the house and children so that he could freely follow his revolutionary 
activities. I accepted that Bijan’s potential and capabilities were superior to those of mine 
and that I couldn’t expect him to share the household chores and care of the children. 62  
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In other words, despite their claim to being leftist revolutionaries which should have some 

relation to progressivism, Mihan and Bijan Jazani as well reproduced a conservative traditional 

hegemonic masculinity. She automatically accepted that Bijan Jazani was the “superior” thinker 

and that he should not be expected to do the lowly job of helping with the household affairs. This 

mentality was prevalent, as evidenced by the absence of women in the leftist organizations’ 

leadership positions. Women were an indispensable part of the revolutionary movement, but 

their needs and viewpoints were not included in the organizational goals or development. In fact, 

when it came to women, in many ways the OIPFG were quite close to or even more extreme than 

their Islamist counterparts. For example, while within the Shiite framework sexuality was viewed 

as a significant necessity for both men and women, among the OIPFG sexuality was ignored or 

rejected as a bourgeois pre-occupation. OIPFG women were expected to follow the male-

centered policies of the party and the command of the higher male comrades with blind faith. 

Any women who protested against gender discrimination or protested Khomeini’s archaic gender 

attitudes were called “suspicious” and “stooges of the capitalist class.” 63 In part the OIPFG 

culture and attitude toward women was also due to hegemonic parts of Iranian culture, which 

idealized “physical strength, aggressiveness, emotional control, dauntlessness and independence 

as macho guerrilla culture.” In this context, serving the masses equated with these masculine 

defined values.64  

The Pahlavi regime was overthrown with the efforts of both men and women. Yet women 

as well as men who fell outside of normative gender practices of the Islamic Republic would pay 

the highest price. The end of the Pahlavi era and the formation of the Islamic Republic led to the 

configuration of the conservative hybrid “modern-Shiite” gender hegemony, despite the 
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relentless efforts of women’s rights activists to secure more rights for women. In short, 

regardless of their platform, Mohammad Reza Shah’s regime and the leftist movements, and for 

the most part the OIPFG, reconfigured the religious patriarchal framework. However, even the 

insufficient move and the extensive lip service toward equality and justice created some room for 

pushing back and renegotiating the terms of the hegemonic masculinity, much of which was 

spearheaded by women themselves. 

 

Women’s Rights Movements in the Pahlavi Era  

For the most part, women’s rights movements during the Pahlavi era progressed within 

the bounds of the patriarchal framework. From the viewpoint of the state, women were expected 

to be better educated, healthier and more productive, not necessarily for the sake of their own 

growth, but to raise children more effectively and become better “modern civilized partners” and 

“preserve the nation’s honor” as responsible members of society. 65 Despite any progress that 

they might have obtained in the legal and social frameworks, women remained the symbols of 

honor, piety and chastity both for the state and the Shiite community. In the context of leftist 

movements, women participated in the day-to-day reality of the movement but for the most part 

did not gain access to positions of leadership. Women themselves did not easily fall into these 

simple binaries and instead tried to use whatever resources were available to reclaim their lives 

both in the private and public sphere. Regardless of the limitations of the patriarchal framework, 

women made progress both in the public and private sphere. Despite such progress, the core 

patriarchal values remained intact and attitudes toward sex and sexuality remained mostly 

conservative and within the traditional Perso-Islamic framework.   
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Demanding Rights in Any Available Space (1925-1941) 

Not long before the beginning of the Pahlavi era, during the Constitutional Revolution 

(1905-1911), the Constitutional era women’s rights activists had already been using Islamic law 

and Quran to argue their case for women’s rights. They boldly challenged the words of the 

prominent clerics such as the infamous conservative anti-constitutionalist Shiite cleric Sheikh 

Fazlollah Noori. Published in the popular weekly newspaper Habl Al-Matin, a female proponent 

of girl’s schooling challenged Noori’s claim that “schools for educating females are against 

religion”: 

If … you mean that womankind should not be educated at all…and that this is the word 
of God, then please write down where God and his appointed guardians have said these 
words. … If you are then proved right … tell us what the reasons are for such disfavor of 
God, the prophets and the guardians toward womankind… For what good reason has God 
favored men over women, and, in return for bestowing on men the gift of acquiring 
knowledge…You may say that I have no right to dispute God’s affairs. I humbly say to 
you that I am talking about the God that you have devised – a God free of justice 
and an oppressor of women. The God that we know, and worship is far too 
elevated and great to intend such differences between men and women and command 
with no wisdom.66 
 

Many women, fully aware of unjust discrimination, challenged both religious figures such as 

Noori as well as the presumption that there is only one interpretation of religion and even God. 

As such, women who fought for gender equality during the Pahlavi era did not begin but 

continued the women’s rights movement that had already begun during the time of Iran’s 

Constitutional Revolution by mostly middle- and upper-class women.67 The activists did not 

delineate between “modernity,” “tradition,” “religious,” or “secular.” Instead, they worked 
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within the dominant narrative of modernization and nationalism to gain access to more rights and 

resources. Such an attitude was even apparent in the women’s self-identifications such as 

khvaharan-i vatani, patriotic-sisters, khvaharan-i dini, sisters-in-religion, and khvaharan-i naw’i, 

gender-sisters, which signified that they saw themselves within the bounds of citizenry. Women 

claimed citizenship by reconfiguring themselves within the frameworks of Iranianism and 

Islamism. They, however, recognized that by being women, they had particular concerns which 

were different from their Islamic and/or Iranian brethren.68  

Their efforts were mostly centered around promotion of education, improving family 

laws and facilitating women’s participation in the public sphere. As stated above, the 

establishment of a modern public education and the education core were positive steps toward 

educating the female population of the nation. However, the desegregation of schools caused 

some of the traditional families to prevent their daughters from attending public school. In 

addition to education, laws and traditions that impacted the private sphere were also part of 

women’s key concerns. Women’s rights activists spoke against the disproportionate burden of 

family laws and customs. They fought against the limitations of marriage contracts and 

encouraged all women to negotiate more rights within the framework of these marriage 

contracts.69 Although limited, women were able to make some reforms, such as increasing the 

age of marriage for both girls and boys as well as requiring consent from both women and men 

for marriage. In other words, for the most part women’s rights activists endorsed any state effort 

that promoted or facilitated more rights for women.  

Though women’s rights activists were not a threat to Reza Shah’s nationalist and 

modernization agendas, he still could not allow them to emerge organically and outside of his 
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control. Since women’s rights goals were consistent with Reza Shah’s visions of “modernizing” 

Iran, in the early years, Reza Shah did not interfere with the independent women’s organizations 

and periodicals (1920s early 1930s). However, those who called for progress and promoted 

women’s rights did not have uniform or sophomoric viewpoints about issues. For example, 

regarding the unveiling of Iranian women, a woman’s rights activist Fatemeh Ansari, wrote:  

A group of people, including myself, believe that removal of the chador will not create 
freedom, nor will hijab prevent moral corruption…. Is going to the movies and 
theater…which does not lead to civilization, the only purpose of removing the chador? 70  

 

Faced with the possibility of dissent or interference with his projects, Reza Shah became more 

and more unwilling to allow independent women’s rights activities. He gradually dismantled all 

of the non-governmental women’s organizations and women’s periodicals and instead, opened a 

governmental women’s organization, the “Ladies’ Center.” 71 “The Ladies’ Center” advocated 

for whatever the Shah’s government deemed appropriate, such as unveiling of women or 

participating in charitable activities that Reza Shah deemed appropriate for women.72 Eventually, 

women’s rights movements came to a halt during Reza Shah’s reign but were revived when Reza 

Shah was forced to abdicate in favor of his son.  

 

Leftist Women’s Organizations during Mohammad Reza Shah’s Era 

During 1941-1952, despite the Pahlavi state’s efforts to control women’s organizations, 

additional women’s rights organizations which were connected to political parties were formed. 

The “Organization of Iranian Women” (1944), the women’s branch of the Tudeh party, was one 

such organization. The Tudeh party, similar to their leftist counterparts around the globe, saw 
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imperialism as the only culprit of injustices. They assumed that once imperialism was defeated, 

women would automatically be liberated. As such, the leftist women’s organizations saw 

women’s rights issues as secondary and put the patriarchal party politics above women’s rights. 

However, despite their dedication to party politics, the women also managed to agitate for radical 

measures such as enfranchisement of women, which were continuously defeated by the Shah’s 

parliament. It must be noted that in addition to maneuvering through the state restrictions and 

party politics, the women also had to deal with the right-wing clerical factions who were able to 

gain more power after the installation of Mohammad Reza Shah. One such example was in 1952, 

when a confederation of various groups of women demanded various rights in a petition carrying 

100,000 signatures. The copies were sent to Prime Minister Mossadegh, the parliament and 

United Nations. In retaliation, the clergy voiced their opposition to Mossadegh and declared 

women’s suffrage un-Islamic, preventing the women’s demands, including the right to vote, 

from being included in the voting bill. These restrictions and oppositions increased further after 

the 1953 coup, where women’s organizations along with other political parties and independent 

organizations were dismantled, suppressed and more strictly controlled.73  

As the result of the state’s insistence on control, the mid to late fifties saw a centralization 

of women’s organizations working within the governmental system, meeting with various 

governmental officials to impact any laws that were relevant to women. In other words, 

Mohammad Reza Shah encouraged women’s organizations to come under a central institution 

for women called the High Council of Iranian Women, later replaced by the Women’s 

Organization of Iran, both under the leadership of the Shah’s twin sister, Ashraf Pahlavi. 

Women’s organizations were not illegal but had to be part of the high council to gain any 
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legitimacy or have any power to act. Women’s periodicals were pro-establishment and saw 

working class women as unworthy of representing themselves. The women organizations did 

take some positive steps for women, such as establishing a Family Welfare Centers to reach out 

to women from lower socio-economic backgrounds as well as efforts towards reaching legal 

equality.74 Despite the restrictions put in place after the 1953 coup, women continued to push for 

legal change. Ironically it was not the leftist rhetoric but the government’s 1967 Family 

Protection Law that granted more legal rights to women.  

During the 1960s and 1970s women were able to gain rights mainly through the Family 

Protection Law, which was introduced in 1967 and further improved in 1975.  Both the 1967 and 

the 1975 laws did not create gender equality but restricted many of male-centric privileges. The 

laws restricted polygyny, provided some protection for women against divorce laws, and 

increased the age of marriage for both girls and boys. By February of 1977, influential feminists 

were able to legalize abortion, albeit with some restrictions; married women had to have the 

written consent of their husbands.75 In other words, affording women their rights were not with 

the ultimate goal of dismantling the patriarchal framework but only to allow some improvement 

to women’s situations within the bounds of the patriarchal system.  

Meanwhile, during this period, the leftist organizations, for the most part, continued to 

restrict their positions on women’s rights, in part to avoid alienating the clerics. 76 The general 

leftist position on women’s rights can be summarized in the explicit statement of the Third 

International Conference of Communist Women: 

There is no ‘special’ women’s question, nor should there be a special women’s 
movement…any alliance between working women and the bourgeois feminism or 
support for the vacillating or clearly right-wing tactics of the social compromisers and 
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opportunists will lead to the weakening of the forces of the proletariat, thereby delaying 
the great hour of full emancipation of women. 77  

 
As Haideh Moghissi articulated in Populism and Feminism in Iran, “women’s rights 

were…sacrificed for “more important” political goals in the interests of (an imaginary) unity of 

anti-imperialist forces.” 78 Part of what negatively impacts women’s rights and impedes their 

freedoms is society’s degrading attitude toward female-ness.  

 

Female-ness and Morality in Iranian Society  

Despite the Pahlavi regime’s claims over women’s emancipation and liberation even the 

kings and the state officials viewed and treated women as inferior. Reza Shah’s own household, 

which consisted of co-wives and several children, was reflective of his approval of the Islamic 

framework which allowed him to benefit from the subordination of women.79 In reality Reza 

Shah’s emphasis on women’s progress hardly extended to his own daughter. About her birth, 

Ashraf wrote in her memoir, “I generated none of the excitement that greeted my brother’s birth. 

To say that I was unwanted might be harsh, but not altogether far from the truth.” 80 Although 

Ashraf was supposed to serve as an example of a “modern” Iranian woman, she was not allowed 

the same rights as her brother, not even in the area of education. When she asked her father if she 

might also continue her education abroad, he responded: “Stop this nonsense and come home at 

once,” 81 Although Ashraf was involved in some predominantly “male” activities, such as 

horseback riding and driving a car, she was never allowed all of the same opportunities as her 
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brother. Despite women’s progress from the time of Reza Shah, Mohammad Reza Shah as well 

did not think very highly of women. Even as late as 1977, in an interview with Barbara Walters, 

Mohammad Reza Shah revealed how he saw women as inferior. In response to Walters’ question 

whether he saw women as equal to men, he responded that he did in “human rights” but not in 

“intelligence.” He continued, “although there are some exceptions, but women have not made 

any great contributions.” He uttered these words while his wife, the queen of Iran was sitting 

next to him.82 Usually, it is understood that the traditional patriarchal religious frameworks, 

Islam included, held the belief that men and women were created differently and thus had 

different rights and responsibilities.83 But such beliefs were not exclusive to religious 

frameworks. Similar to the Pahlavi kings and the Islamists, Iranian intellectuals and thinkers as 

well bound women to a separate set of expectations. They may have been more aware than the 

king when it came to education or participation in the public sphere; but they also saw women as 

being “different” from men and bound to a stricter expectation of sexual conduct. In other words, 

along with promoting progress toward gender equality, not only the Islamists but the kings, the 

intellectuals and much of society believed and treated women as inferior to men. As a result, 

regardless of women’s hard-earned progress, men and women continued to be held to different 

standards in which women were subordinate to men and burdened by the imposition of male 

protection.  

What was viewed as “moral” expectations in society remained consistent with traditional 

Islamic patriarchy and impacted women more specifically and severely than men. Ideal 

characteristics for women remained within the bounds of traditional patriarchy with a new 
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“modern” image. Some of the characteristics of an ideal woman, as reflected in magazines and 

publications, remained those of a good mother and wife. An ideal woman was to have “high 

morals…she was to be kind to the poor, and to have an educated appreciation of music and 

literature. Before marriage, she was to be unveiled, for how else would her future husband be 

able to meet and evaluate her, and after marriage, she was “to have complete faith in husband.”84 

These attitudes were not necessarily only imposed by men; women themselves continued to hold 

on to the traditional expectations of hegemonic masculinity. Despite the increased rate of literacy 

and women’s participation in public, they continued to hold on to traditional gender values with 

marriage and motherhood as the most important goals.85  

Such opinions were prevalent even among women such as Ashraf Pahlavi who, compared 

to most women, was in an exceptionally privileged position. Ashraf too saw the ideal role for 

women as a homemaker. In her memoir she wrote, “no matter what else a woman does, whether 

she is a princess, a politician, a scientist or a teacher, I believe she plays the critical role in 

creating (or not creating) the solidarity of a family. Ideally, I feel that being a wife is a full-time 

job but I, like many young women today, was not willing to make it one.” 86 Her positions are 

also reflective of the fragmented reality of negotiating gender expectations. Although she viewed 

being a wife and mother as ideal, she had gained enough consciousness or empowerment to 

refuse to go down that “ideal” path. Along the same line, she also recognized the problematics of 

traditional positions when it came to women’s employment. In her memoir, she recalled how the 

patriarchal attitude of parliamentarians had interfered with women’s right to work. When there 

was a push to eliminate the requirement of a husband’s permission for a woman to gain 
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employment, one of the ministers protested about the possibility of his wife, for example, 

wanting to take a job that was “beneath his dignity such as working in a factory or singing in a 

nightclub.” Ashraf reflected, “if this fairly enlightened man was raising an objection then 

certainly the less progressive gentlemen would balk at a law allowing a wife unlimited job 

option. Thus, we had to add ‘protecting a man’s dignity’ [to the measure].” 87  In fact, a man’s 

“dignity” and “honor” was so significant, that if a man found his wife in a sexual act with 

another man and murdered both, he would be immune from prosecution. 88 Perhaps more than 

any other area, attitudes and values about sexuality remained unchanged and faithful to a 

traditional conservative patriarchy. 

 

Sex and Sexuality during the Pahlavi era  

The gender segregated rigid pre-Pahlavi sexual regime fell into crisis during the Pahlavi 

era, especially among upper and middle classes who had more access to the resources of 

modernization efforts. In part, modernization meant a sudden shift from gender segregated 

spaces and limited women’s rights to promotion of the women’s rights movement, unveiling and 

encouragement of women’s public participation in intersexed social spaces. Women’s presence 

in the public sphere, especially in entertainment spaces such as movies, theaters, and discos, was 

disruptive to the traditional expectation of sexual modesty. In many families, even if they 

promoted certain aspects of modernization, such as education, other aspects related to potential 

sexual “promiscuity” were rejected as “unworthy,” or “cheap,” leading to shamelessness and 

dishonor.  
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Although there was a shift in displays of sexuality, for the most part, during the Pahlavi 

era, sexuality remained an anxiety-producing taboo subject. The Pahlavi configuration of 

sexuality was a rebranding of its society’s preceding Perso-Islamic framework. Central to this 

framework was the belief that there was a clear binary of masculinity and femininity. In this 

context, men and women were sexually different and women’s sexuality, especially left 

unchecked, was a source of fitnah, revolt, which was most dangerous to men as well as society.89 

Given the intertwined relationship of Islam with the mainstream culture and the state, both in the 

legal framework as well as in society, sexuality remained tied to the religious concepts of 

“honor,” “piety,” and “chastity,” which required more burdensome expectations from women.90 

In fact, in some ways, and especially in the later years of the Pahlavi era, the “modern” 

expectations around sexual gender practice became more rigid and repressive than the Shiite 

tradition. While in the Shiite framework, sexuality, although heavily regulated, was recognized 

as significant for both men and women, in the leftist cultures of the Pahlavi era sexuality was 

dismissed as a petty and irrelevant issue.91 Furthermore, before the state’s efforts toward gender 

desegregation, sexuality, including its “crude” expressions, were more openly discussed in 

homosocial spaces.92 Finally, although in the religious context homosexuality was viewed as 

sinful, there was no institutionalization of the binary of “normal” vs “deviant” sexuality. In 

contrast, during the Pahlavi era, neither state nor civil institutions addressed the issues around 

sexual expression and pleasure. In addition, the reduction of homosocial spaces as well as 
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women’s presence in public led to less frequent and less open discussions around sexuality.93 

Finally, the normativity of heterosexuality was further reinforced and institutionalized by the 

state and the gender practices most visible in mainstream society. Any deviance from this 

normative framework was pushed to the margins of society, thus negatively impacting those who 

threatened the hegemonic masculinity with their visibly non-normative, non-hetero appearances 

or actions.94 The Pahlavi era’s contradictory sexual regime was not challenged, not even by those 

leftist intellectuals who viewed themselves as progressives. 

In fact, leftist intellectuals and organization did not challenge but reinforced the rigidity 

of the Pahlavi era’s sexual gender practice. As a rule, the leftist organizations did not discuss any 

personal liberties, including sexual or reproductive rights. When it came to women’s sexual 

rights, similar to other leftist organizations, Iranian leftists of the 60s and 70s fell under the 

“inherited ambiguity of socialist traditions.” They generally believed that a concern around sex, 

reproductive rights, marriage, and individual liberties fell under the umbrella of “bourgeois 

feminism. ”95  

Contrary to the leftists’ claim, it was in fact women’s bodies and behaviors which were 

most affected by the sexually related expectations of honor and purity. In this context the 

un/veiling of women proved to be one of the most complicated issues. To the clergy and some of 

the conservative religious families, the unveiling of women was potentially viewed as 

sexualizing women in public, but in reality, unveiling did not remain as clear cut. Part of the 

regulation was to criminalize any transgressive gendered behavior. Thus, while unveiling was 

expected and celebrated for what the regime believed were “respected women,” they eventually 
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prevented sex workers from shedding their veils. A secret document from the Ministry of the 

Interior to the Cabinet Direction stated: “…with regard to ‘maroofeh women’ [“prostitutes”], the 

provincial and presidential garrison was ordered to limit them and not let them be seen in the 

public spaces. However, if any of them get married, they should give them permission to 

unveil.”96 In short, only “proper” women had the right of public visibility and the un/veiling was 

exposed as yet another regulatory tool subjecting woman to a hierarchy of “properness.” 

Consistent with any patriarchal framework, men remained the ultimate protectors. In this case, 

the “improper” woman could be redeemed at the hand of a man who, through marriage, washed 

the women clean of the sinful use of their sexuality. In this context, Iranian families continued to 

be the sites of “sexual oppression and male authority.” To varying degrees, women were 

monitored and criticized for their “sexually suggestive” behaviors, including and not limited to 

excesses in clothing, make up, or laughing. Outside the family framework, both the leftist and 

Islamist circles blamed women’s “loose” behaviors on “Western” influences and vilified any 

woman who did not fall into their acceptable sexual gender practice.97 Forough Farrokhzad 

(1935-1967), the young poet who expressed her sexuality in her poetry, was one such woman. 

By refusing to silence herself, Forough lost her marriage, her child was taken away, some of her 

poetry censored, and in many circles, she was judged for her sexually “inappropriate” behaviors.  

Such rigid expectations around sexuality essentially meant the absence of meaningful 

conversation or education about sexuality. This lack of sexual openness and knowledge was most 

harmful to women, who were often unprepared and at the receiving end of sexual encounters or 

attacks. Again, such forced naivete did not even spare those women who were as privileged as 

the Pahlavi Princess. About her first marriage Ashraf wrote, “in truth I was so sexually naïve and 
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so repelled by my husband that I had to take …a tranquilizer before I could bring myself to share 

his bed…no one had ever talked to me about love before.”98 In short sex and sexuality remained 

a taboo subject in Pahlavi era society which existed in a tension created by the fragmented 

contradictory realities of Iranian society.  

 

Unique Position of Filmfarsi in Hegemonic Masculinity 

 In this context, the place of Iranian cinema and especially Filmfarsi was significant in 

relation to hegemonic masculinity, because films created possibilities of rupture by bringing 

sexual taboos to a reasonably wide audience across class constraints. The popular genre of 

Filmfarsi consisted of simplistic plots, often with a traditional patriarchal moralistic point. The 

plots usually included the plight of a poor young woman who had to deal with her beloved’s rich 

family or an “honorable” man helping a “misguided” young woman who had fallen into the jaws 

of awful pimps and “prostitution.” In addition, the film included a generous portion of nudity, 

provocative sexiness and coquettish seduction. Filmfarsi, often referred to as abgooshti, 

reproduced the class division between “cheap” “low” class and serious art. This genre was 

contrasted with the New Wave movement that was considered intellectual and political in nature. 

99 The plots of Filmfarsi did not intend to tackle society’s political issues. But nonetheless, the 

films were part of the political discourse, since they portrayed the conflicts that arose between 

the impoverished and wealthy classes as well as the struggles between traditional values and the 

changing society. The films had a “distinct Iranian flavor especially in the portrayal of violence, 

                                                             
98 Pahlavi, Faces in the Mirror, 36, 43, 54. 
99 Hamid Naficy, A Social History of Iranian Cinema Vol. 2: The Industrializing Years, 1941-1978 (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2011), 149; Kamran Talattof, “Sexuality and Cultural Change: The Presentation of Sex and 
Gender in Pre-Revolutionary and Post-Revolutionary Iranian Cinema,” in Conflict and Development in Iranian 
Film, eds. A.A. Gohrab and Kamran Talattof (Netherlands: Leiden University Press, 2013), 31-48.  



117 
 

dance and sex.” For example, the directors depicted violence without guns, because weapons 

were illegal in Iran. Sex and nudity had to be handled slyly. “For example, a woman would 

remove her chador for a moment to show legs mostly uncovered by her short skirt.”100  

The state, the clerics and the intellectuals all must have consciously or subconsciously 

recognized the power of film. On the one hand, the state used cinema as a tool to disseminate its 

propaganda about the “royal grandeur” and the state’s supposed rapid progress in Iran’s 

society.101 The intellectuals, similar to the clergy, viewed Filmfarsi as a “Western” product and 

were either involved in creating art speech and/or were very much engaged with the medium.102  

 In part, cinema and especially the Filmfarsi genre had brought sexuality out from the 

private bedrooms and on to public screens, where masculinities and femininities were 

renegotiated through lust, love, violence and sex. The commercial Filmfarsi genre reflected the 

struggle between traditional and modern values in Iran’s society. In some ways this was visibly 

apparent when the films used what was received as the charming traditional abgooshti, 

“stewpot”103 “tough guy” engaged in melodramatic situations that involved modern values. 104 

The films also reproduced the expectation of piety and purity for both men and women; for 

example, pre-marital sex was frowned upon for both men and women. However, it was the 

woman who was “stained” by “losing her virginity,” or worse yet, carried the shame of having 

sex by becoming pregnant. The men who were the ultimate rescuers could essentially have the 
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titillating pleasure of bad women in the cabaret and then become the ultimate hero by rescuing 

these women and giving them the chance to be good women. The women, on the other hand, 

were whores on stage and then their sexualities were subjugated by the rescuers either on the 

stage or off the stage, often in a corner of the kitchen or bedroom, the symbolically permissible 

domestic spaces. Regardless of these complications, Filmfarsi did bring sexuality into the public. 

However, the gender practices in the film reinforced the traditional values of the mainstream 

society as well as the leftists and the clergy. As long as the men fell into the heterosexual and 

acceptable appearance of masculinity, their pleasure and satisfaction were the goal. The women’s 

pleasure was lascivious, shameless, not public, permitted only in private and with their husbands 

or soon to be husband. 105 In addition, regardless of whether the films were the “cheap” Filmfarsi 

or the “serious” films, for the female actresses, the profession of acting in a film was demanding. 

The mainstream culture, not only many of the leftists but also the religious and the state, all 

viewed acting as an inappropriate job for a woman and especially saw the actresses in Filmfarsi’s 

as “prostitutes” and dangerous to the moralities of society106 The men in the films reflected the 

height of glory and power in how they rescued and protected both the “good’ and the “misguided 

bad” women. Cinema, cabaret and such entertainments were not proper places for ‘proper 

women;’ and the women who worked there were associated with sex work and not an honorable 

space. 107 These films and the conflicts that they harbored had significant potential for pushing 

the discussion of sexuality into the public and cultural discourse. But as reflected in Talattof’s 

article, though these movies included numerous sexual references, they did not lead to an open 

discourse of sexuality in society outside the theatre.108  
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Conclusion 

 The Pahlavi era hegemonic masculinity – the reconfiguration of the characteristics and 

expectations within the gender binary – took place in the complicated contexts of both internal 

and external politics. The post-WWI breakup of the last empires and the formation of new nation 

states were not a choice but an unavoidable wave. If Iran was to survive as a modern nation-

state, then the citizens of this nation-state of Iran had to be able to transform and compete within 

the context of this new world order. We know now that the idea of gender equality, social justice, 

is neither western nor eastern; instead, it is an innate human expectation to recognize the need for 

dignity and peace which result from equitable circumstances and a socially just society. 

However, at the time of the Pahlavi era, such consciousness about social justice and more 

specifically gender and sexual justice was not an established discourse. Thus, given European 

dominance and the intellectuals’ exposure to concepts of enlightenment and social movements in 

European countries, these concepts of equality and justice were presented and accepted by many 

as “Western.” Consequently, the changes and transformations needed for the modern nation-state 

of Iran were formulated within a rigid binary of West versus East. The issue with rigid binary 

and linear hierarchies remains that if the “West” was positioned as a forward-thinking entity, 

Iran inevitably was positioned as a “backward” entity. In other words, it was not the geo-political 

circumstances but the supposed “authentic” subjectivity of an identity—Western vs. Eastern—

that determined superiority or inferiority.  

Northern European and later the United States governments may have been economically 

and politically dominant, but by no means did this mean that they had overcome patriarchal 

frameworks in their own societies. Although the Pahlavi era seemingly followed the Western 
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example in gender issues, these countries were grappling with their own local patriarchies. As 

such, if we are to use history as a tool of analysis in order to confront patriarchies, it is useful to 

examine the gendered negotiations within the context of patriarchal power relations both in the 

global and local context and in comparison, to each other. The Pahlavi era hegemonic 

masculinity was shaped in relation to Western hegemonic masculinity. Iranians under duress or 

by choice adopted certain values and appearances but also insisted on distinguishing themselves 

as Iranians. They negotiated these gender frameworks in complicated spaces, dealing with 

internal and external obstacles. The forthcoming chapters examine how Al-e Ahmad and 

Daneshvar negotiated their selves and how they contributed to the hegemonic masculinity of the 

Pahlavi era. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE POSSIBLITY OF CONFRONTING HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY 

IN AL-E AHMAD AND DANESHVAR’S RELATIONSHIP (1945-1958) 

 
  

The hegemonic masculinity of the Pahlavi era for the most part was a reconfiguration of 

the Perso-Islamic patriarchy in the service of the state and nation-building. In this context, 

Iranian men and women reconfigured their sense of self in the context of a disarrayed society 

which was struggling with abrupt shifts in the central government, modernization, foreign 

interference and their own personal attachments to power and the past. Although there are 

multiple narratives of how Iranians re-negotiated their sense of self in relation to these changes, 

for the most part Iranians struggled to reconcile the contradictory values and practices of the 

Perso-Islamic patriarchy with the changing values of their modern nation-state. Despite their 

privileged position in society, Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar were not exempt from these struggles. 

When it came to the three larger frameworks of “power,” “labor” and “cathexis” both attempted 

to challenge the gendered power dynamics of hegemonic masculinity in their personal lives, but 

nonetheless, reproduced and reinforced the traditional patriarchal narrative in the context of the 

modern nation-state of Iran.  

Al-e Ahmad (1923-1969) and Daneshvar (1921-2012) were born into an Iran that was 

rattled by instabilities which were caused by internal and external actors. The European 

governments of Britain, France, and Germany, the Soviet Union, and the United States all 

scrambled through various avenues to secure their strongholds on Iran. As a result of the 

Constantine Agreement and the Bolshevik Revolution, Britain and the Soviet Union strengthened 

their strongholds respectively in the southern and northern sections of Iran. Britain also tried to 
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strengthen its position by making pacts with Ahmad Shah, the Qajar king. France and the United 

States became concerned because they did not want Britain to have the monopoly on oil and the 

strategic location of Iran. America played the human rights card and reported to the UN that 

Great Britain’s treaty prevented the “Persians from public expression of opinion…”1 In this 

context, Germany also, which was falling behind its imperial rivals, played on Iranians’ anti-

Britain and anti-Soviet attitudes to gain more control. Therefore, it is reasonable to say that the 

political, economic, and physical impacts of these foreign governments extended to the entirety 

of Iran and essentially stripped it of its independence and sovereignty. The last Qajar king, 

terrified of losing his power, made deals with whatever government seemed to give the best 

promise of protection. The country was also divided between nationalist uprisings against the 

foreign powers versus local ethnic leaders who formed alliances with the foreign powers against 

the central government.2 Both Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar were born around the same time as 

Reza Shah’s rise to power and lived through the abrupt shifts and instabilities caused by 

modernization projects and socio-political transformations.  

In their private lives, both Daneshvar and Al-e Ahmad struggled with negotiating their 

own sense of self in the context of their often-contradictory society. In some ways they did 

challenge the normative gender practices of their era, but in the end despite their ideals of 

fairness and equality, they also continued to maintain and reinforce the patriarchal framework of 

the Pahlavi era with its hybrid of progressive vs. conservative gender practices. Their challenge 

was to make sense of their own changing gendered values as they juggled their theocratic 
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government, the unwelcomed Western powers’ influence, and a society caught between the old 

and the new patriarchal configurations. 

 

 

The Struggles of Being a “Modern” Iranian Couple 

Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar viewed themselves as a “modern” Iranian couple and tried to 

challenge themselves both in their private and public lives. In their private lives Al-e Ahmad 

wanted to be a “different” kind of a husband and family man: 

 I will never adopt [my family’s] attitudes. I will never be one of those skirt-chasing men 
like my father…he was always thinking of only satisfying his own wishes, his own sense 
of selfishness and never cared about my brothers, sisters or me…and don’t even get me 
started about my mother and all of his disgusting acts [toward her]-taking another wife, 
all the cruelties, and the suffering. 3  
 

Al-e Ahmad, who had watched his mother and sisters suffer through the Shiite patriarchal 

arrangements including polygynous marriages, wanted to be a more democratic husband. To a 

degree, he did recognize and even self-report about the difficulty of overcoming his religio-

cultural patriarchal upbringing, which was still quite prevalent in the Iran of the 1940s and 

1950s. In one letter to Daneshvar, Al-e Ahmad wrote: 

 Sometimes… I have felt like imposing my dominance on [you.] But very quickly I have 
realized that I would be wrong. You know how badly husbands want their wives to take 
their names, I don’t want you to take my name. Have your own name. I’m not bringing it 
up to point out my sacrifice. 4  

 
He recognized that being a “modern” husband and wife required an equal partnership, whatever 

that may have looked like in his mind. He tried, in the sense that he restrained his tendency to 

dictate and dominate his wife. It was especially important that he did not see this as a “sacrifice” 
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124 
 

but as a necessary component of their relationship. Al-e Ahmad took pride in how as a couple 

they had defied the typical distance between husbands and wives of their era. In one letter Al-e 

Ahmad wrote to Daneshvar about a woman who had made a pass at him. He expressed how 

happy he was that unlike “regular husbands and wives” they were able to tell each other about 

such details. He was especially happy that he was “acting against the norm.”5 

As part of their attempts to be democratic toward each other, both Ahmad and Daneshvar 

also tried to be more open and attentive to each other’s sexual needs. This was significant since 

historically, Iran’s male-centric realities did not include men necessarily tending to their wives’ 

needs, especially in relation to their “female needs.” In several letters, Al-e Ahmad regularly 

inquired about Daneshvar’s intimate “female” matters, such as her menstrual cramps. In one 

letter he wrote: “I felt so awful that you had your period and were left alone with no one to put 

warm towels on your precious belly.” 6 In other words, contrary to the common religious 

perception of menstruation being “unclean” and exclusively a “female problem,” which should 

be left to women, Al-e Ahmad regularly tended to Daneshvar’s painful menstrual cramps by 

making her herbal teas, putting warm towels on her belly, and rubbing her feet.7 Ironically, it was 

Al-e Ahmad who, despite his conservative, religious upbringing, encouraged Daneshvar to speak 

freely and be uninhibited about issues such as her period and other sexual matters which he 

found to be “most fundamental in life.”8 Al-e Ahmad confided in Daneshvar that for a long time, 

he wanted to openly discuss sexual issues with her but was reluctant and even afraid because 

Daneshvar had drawn very clear boundaries around herself, signaling that “ladies” do not speak 
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openly about such sexual matters.9 Daneshvar’s stay in Stanford and the safety of writing letters 

had allowed both of them to be more open. After a few times when Daneshvar had discussed 

intimate matters in her letters, Al-e Ahmad wrote: “I am so happy that you are slowly opening up 

to me. What I have been telling you has finally worked, and you are forgetting the boundaries 

that you upheld between you and I…” 10 However, this open attitude about sexuality and 

exploration only applied to their intimate private relationship. When it came to public 

interactions, neither Al-e Ahmad nor Daneshvar were as open-minded or progressive. 

 

Al-e Ahmad’s Struggles with Overcoming the Expectations of Hegemonic Masculinity  

The gender practice of the Pahlavi era had introduced, encouraged and to some extent-

imposed interactions between men and women. These cross-sexual gender practices had 

certainly disrupted the traditional configuration of the Iranian-Islamic patriarchy; however, this 

new reconfiguration still had failed to address the narrow and contradictory definitions of gender 

practice, which included normative male dominance as well as continued restrictions on 

women’s rights of expression and free interaction. Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar displayed similar 

contradictory attitudes toward public participation and gendered interactions, which became 

especially apparent when Daneshvar travelled to Stanford for her Fulbright fellowship. Al-e 

Ahmad’s letters often included remorse about his past behaviors toward Daneshvar, 

encouragement for Daneshvar to embrace personal growth through her experiences in Stanford, 

and angry resentment toward those experiences. In one of many letters, he wrote: 

The precious of my heart, I don’t know if you remember or not but in the beginning of 
our marriage, many times I criticized you for laughing too much and too loudly, 
velkhandi, and these inappropriate criticisms slowly caused you to laugh less. I thought 
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this because I don’t remember the last time that you laughed. Since this realization, I am 
quite upset and really blame myself. 11  
 

Al-e Ahmad had restricted Daneshvar’s laughter because her “excessive” laughter was deemed 

lewd and sexually suggestive. This common debasing restriction which has continued until today 

revealed the irreconcilable cruelty of hegemonic masculinity where individuals entitled by the 

privilege of their normative masculinity were given permission to control other human beings for 

their “failure” to abide by patriarchal expectations. Perhaps because he had some recognition of 

this injustice or as partial atonement, he did attempt to relax his control over her. For example, 

even though they were always financially struggling, he constantly encouraged Daneshvar to go 

to events, plays, museums, films and cities.12 He repeatedly insisted that she should be social, 

even with other men, “Don’t be afraid of the likes of Dr. Rose and even go out alone with them. 

This is not a sin, my darling.13 

However, despite his claims and struggles, Al-e Ahmad could not shed the traditional 

patriarchal norms and continued to control and dominate Daneshvar. In his frenzy of trying to 

know Daneshvar’s every move, he filled his letters with questions, “do you drink alcohol or 

coke? Do you smoke? How many people do you talk to? How do you fix your hair …? Who 

washes your clothes and especially your undergarments? I beg of you tell me everything…”14 It 

is fair to wonder whether such questions were harmless and only a sign of his longing for 

Daneshvar. But especially given the frequency and the minutia of the questions, one also has to 

wonder about the blurry line between the need for intimacy and control. In other letters, as if 

interacting with a young child, Al-e Ahmad also instructed Daneshvar on her appearance and 
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tidiness: “Why won’t you put on makeup in school? Did we not have an agreement that you 

would begin being tidy and well dressed? So, when and where are you going to do this? Put on 

makeup in school, walk properly, try to be worthy of the title ‘Miss Persia’ that [your university 

mates] call you.” 15 In his restlessness, Al-e Ahmad went as far as going through, examining, and 

organizing Daneshvar’s private papers and books, which were left in Tehran. A few of the books, 

which were gifts, had dedications that were scratched out. In his Dec. 26th letter, he wrote, “the 

scratched-out dedications drew my attention and provoked my jealousy.”16 

It is no surprise that Al-e Ahmad’s anxiety was in part due to any possibility of 

Daneshvar interacting with any men in any remotely sexual capacity. His struggles and failure to 

let go of his domineering attitudes were especially apparent in his back-and-forth reactions about 

Daneshvar’s outings and activities. In his attempts to control her, Al-e Ahmad gave Daneshvar 

backhanded complements: “By the way… you do know that you are a vamp, lavand, right? 

Don’t you seduce others [like you did with me].” Although being called a vamp may sound like a 

complement to some women, it also was meant to convey Al-e Ahmad’s anxiety and warn 

Daneshvar about her dangerous sexual appeal and alert her to the necessity of self-regulation. 

Often, after such outbursts, Al-e Ahmad admitted to the wrongfulness of his demands: “Ah! I’m 

such a child. But believe me, I really need to write this nonsense…forgive me for bothering you 

so much when you are alone in a foreign land.” 17 After writing down his anxieties, once again, 

he encouraged Daneshvar to go out and socialize, although he was  

very specific about what he meant by socializing: “I don’t mean debauchery, which I know is not 

who you are anyway. But dance with whomever you want and come and go as you please… I 
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know that you behave in such a way that no bastard can even dare to have any bad intentions 

toward you.”18 It was after all of these supposed encouragements that once Daneshvar went to a 

dance and described the event in a letter to Al-e Ahmad. His response was reflective of his 

inability to treat Daneshvar as an independent woman who had every right to interact freely with 

whomever she wanted:  

the fact that you went to that dance party and danced made me quite upset. But is it 
honorable for me to become jealous and forbid you [to socialize] in that land of 
strangers? To forbid you to even go to a gathering… But on the other hand, you should 
know that I am living with such inadequacy here when it comes to such matters. Can you 
believe that after you left, other than your sister, once or twice Mrs. Vaziri, my mother 
and sister, I have not been with any woman under the same roof? And you know that 
there are plenty of opportunities. I have not even talked to [any woman], let alone dance. 
I am not trying to say that you are indebted to me, it is just a comparison and reciprocal 
expectation. I know that I am awful but there is nothing that I can do. Your letter this 
time, gave me the courage to express my jealousies. 19  
  

In part, these frantically contradictory passages demonstrate how Al-e Ahmad was struggling 

with his sense of self but also attempted to manipulate Daneshvar. By encouraging Daneshvar 

and admitting to the ridiculousness of his demands, he wanted either to genuinely become or to 

paint himself as a “fair” partner, but he could not follow through. By expressing his anger and 

jealousy, Al-e Ahmad was implying that Daneshvar should make “the right choice” and decline 

any invitations to any other gatherings. His statement about “having opportunities to be with 

women” implies that he had the opportunity of doing what he viewed as “inappropriate” 

activities with women, which means that he also equated Daneshvar’s going to gatherings or 

dancing as inappropriate. After this letter, for the rest of her stay in Stanford, Daneshvar isolated 

herself from any parties or gatherings that might have included intermingling with men; in 

addition, she dutifully reported her “good” behavior to Al-e Ahmad. Delighted with her “right 
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choice” Al-e Ahmad wrote, “Thank you for your loyalty my darling…for not going to any 

parties or dances and such. But I never expect you to isolate yourself because I trust you. Go 

everywhere and do everything, your behavior is your safe boundary.”20 At no point did 

Daneshvar’s responses hold Al-e Ahmad accountable for these empty farcically contradictory 

encouragements.  

Finally, close to the end of the first year of Daneshvar’s Fulbright fellowship, Al-e 

Ahmad was no longer struggling to treat Daneshvar as his equal; instead, he had reverted back to 

absolute and illogical masculine dominance:  

Why did you not understand that I did not want you to go on this trip? and if you did 
understand, why didn’t you put any value on me and what I wanted? And then you 
complain that I don’t have dominance over you at home? How can I ?! when my wife 
leaves me and prefers an uncomfortable and useless travel to living with her husband. 21  
 

The statement is especially noteworthy because it implies that “like an attentive wife,” 

Daneshvar should have been able to read Al-e Ahmad’s mind and once she read his mind, she 

should have put his desires as her husband above her own personal and professional growth. In 

other words, she should have preferred remaining by her husband’s side over accepting a 

Fulbright Fellowship at Stanford University. Daneshvar’s response, as partially reflected in Al-e 

Ahmad’s words, was to validate his dominance and try to appease his “rightfully” agitated mind. 

In response to one of these outbursts, Daneshvar wrote, “It appears that you are worse than I am 

[in missing each other] … but you are a man and wiser than I am. I am a woman; am I really 

worthy of being missed in such a way?” 22 Here Daneshvar had taken all of Al-e Ahmad’s 

tantrums as a sign of his affection and longing for her. The fragility of hegemonic masculinity 
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was exposed in how Daneshvar’s efforts of reaffirming her subordination and Al-e Ahmad’s 

dominance also unintentionally implied the legitimacy and sufficiency of Al-e Ahmad’s 

masculinity. The statement implicated those men are supposed to be stoic and reserved and 

above the emotion of missing such “unworthy creatures” as women. In other words, the fact that 

Al-e Ahmad was agitated and restless due to her absence was unmanly and thus, he was reduced 

to a lesser man or even a woman. In turn, Al-e Ahmad, who was often anxious about his status in 

the hierarchy of masculinity, certainly took offense to Daneshvar’s words, “I am not going to 

write anything [about my feelings] otherwise you will write stuff like aren’t you a man and so 

on…I am not a man! It seems for now you are the man who is going all over the world, and I am 

the woman at home having no choice but to put up and suffer.” 23 The passage highlights at least 

two aspects of the rigid binary of their era’s gender practice- the expectation of men’s lack of 

emotional expression and their freedom of traveling and experiencing the world. Here, Al-e 

Ahmad attempted to retrieve his emotions and become the more stoic partner in response to 

Daneshvar’s reminder that she was the lesser female partner and not worthy of his longing for 

her. He was also frustrated because as he stated, men rather than women were supposed to be 

travelling the world. Although Daneshvar did travel and had more access to public spaces than 

many women, she also struggled with her sense of self as an independent accomplished woman 

and her longing to be Al-e Ahmad’s coquettish, desirous wife. 

 

Living a “Modern” Life and Longing for Male Dominance 

Despite her accomplishments as a novelist, a translator, and a professor, Daneshvar felt 

inadequate as a woman. Being two years older than Al-e Ahmad, Daneshvar was worried that 
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she had cheated Al-e Ahmad out of the “pleasure of being with a 20-year-old woman.” 24 She 

also was quite anxious about her skin color, which she felt was “too dark,” especially compared 

to Al-e Ahmad’s “white skin.”25 In one letter, she admitted to Al-e Ahmad that throughout her 

life, she had an “inferiority complex” about her dark skin color and wondered whether her “dark 

skin” was the reason that she “went after education.” 26 In other words, she wondered whether 

she did not feel worthy on the merits of her humanity and had compensated for her inferior skin 

color by going after education. Whether due to these feelings or her understanding of gendered 

binaries, Daneshvar had very specific expectations of their husband/wife relationship. In 

addition, she was anxious that she may be infertile and wrote to Al-e Ahmad, “if I can’t become 

pregnant? Then what good am I?”27 This statement reflected that despite her multiple talents and 

accomplishments, she still saw motherhood as a necessary and inherent aspect of being a woman. 

In addition to seeing motherhood as a primary role of women, she also had some specific ideas 

about the role of a “proper wife.” 

Daneshvar’s expectation of her marital relationship was that of subordination and 

domination. In her November 18, 1952, letter to Al-e Ahmad she wrote, “I want you to dominate 

me. I want you to give me orders. I enjoy obeying you. I want you to treat me like a younger 

woman…I want to be your doll. I want you to trick me. I don’t want you to see me like a man.”28 

The combination of her statements reveals that an ideal and “normal” marriage, at least among 

their peers, consisted of an older husband and a younger wife, in which the husband held a 

dominant position over his wife, treated her like a doll and in the process “tricked” her maybe for 
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“her own protection” and/or sexual pleasure. Daneshvar, instead of challenging this framework, 

reinforced the hegemonic masculinity of her era by asking Al-e Ahmad to treat her as a “less 

powerful” woman. The fact that she wanted Al-e Ahmad to dominate her, despite the fact that 

she was in every aspect as accomplished and capable as Al-e Ahmad, if not more, normalized the 

false duality that despite their public accomplishments, in private it was “sexy” for a woman to 

be dominated by a man. In response, Al-e Ahmad was more than willing to oblige Daneshvar’s 

request:  

 

Regarding how you want me to have dominance over you at home. I have no arguments 
and wish that from God; but you did so much posturing that I was even afraid to use the 
informal pronoun “you” to address you. From now on I know how to treat you. From 
now on my behavior at home is to treat you like a doll and in society like an equal wife 
and if you permit me even in public [I will dominate you], I am prepared to treat you how 
you want, and I won’t pay mind to you so much in public I’m slowly getting to know 
you.29  

 
The exchange is indicative of how at least in their private relationship, there was a 

possibility of rupture in the unequal intimate relations of a husband and his wife. She could have 

also created rupture by rejecting the notion that women are sexier when they are in subordination 

to men. Daneshvar could have held Al-e Ahmad accountable and demanded to be treated “like a 

man,” as an equal. Al-e Ahmad may have preferred to dominate her, but as he indicated, he was 

also very careful around her and wiling to treat her “however” she wanted. However, this rupture 

did not come to fruition, in part because Al-e Ahmad enjoyed the dominance and Daneshvar the 

subordination. Al-e Ahmad, despite his comfort zone and wishing to dominate Daneshvar, did 

not do so, because Daneshvar had drawn such clear boundaries and demanded respect. The fact 

that Daneshvar gave him permission to treat her as his subordinate distinguished her from other 
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women who, were automatically forced to exist in subordinate positions in relation to their 

husbands. Nonetheless, her permission and Al-e Ahmad’s agreement to dominate her albeit at 

home, or as he said maybe even in public, reinforced the patriarchal framework and the Pahlavi 

hegemonic masculinity which allowed some progress, so that women would fit in the “modern” 

framework, but in reality, continued to maintain the same patriarchal gender attitudes. 

Even when in Stanford, Daneshvar conducted herself according to her traditional 

conservative perceptions of how an “obedient wife” and a “proper lady” should have behaved. In 

response to Al-e Ahmad’s incessant questions, she provided detailed answers, telling not just her 

activities, but almost every detail of her personal life, including and not limited to the amount of 

makeup that she put on and how she did not drink any alcohol or smoke any cigarettes.30 In this 

context, she especially wanted to reassure Al-e Ahmad of the “proper-ness” of her sexual 

conduct, which apparently extended to wherever there was the possibility of interacting with 

men. In one letter, she reported to Al-e Ahmad that she was invited to give a talk at an event in 

Stanford and she had refused to go, “I told them that I will not go to any gathering without my 

husband because he doesn’t like it if I dance with anyone. It is not appropriate if I go there and 

not dance.”31 Instead of being social, she wrote to Al-e Ahmad, “I would rather think about my 

Jalal…my whole excitement is to buy clothes, wear them and send you pictures.”32 However, 

even taking photographs was not without its own gendered complications. When Al-e Ahmad 

complained that she was not sending him photographs, she informed him that since she did not 

have a camera, she did not want “these male strangers” to take her photo and have access to the 
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negatives of her picture.33 When Al-e Ahmad showed anxiety about her being around men, she 

reminded him of her sexual piety: 

You were the first man that I had a close relation with… I never allowed any man to even 
kiss or embrace me or do something more intimate. You were the first persons that I 
allowed to have control over me…If you remember it took a long time for me to 
surrender myself to you and even then, it was only after we were married that you gained 
access to me. Know that I am more selfish than to allow myself to become a handled and 
used object. I kept my piety.34  
 

Daneshvar married Al-e Ahmad when she was 29 years old. Whether she was only doing this for 

strategic reasons or not, the key point is that her expectation, most likely reflective of her class 

norms, was for a “proper lady” to remain a virgin and sexually untouched by any man regardless 

of her age or desires. The passage is also reflective of the normative objectification and the 

desirability of women’s militant vigilance toward their sexual purity. As if her virginity was a 

precious treasure in danger of being snatched, she protected it by putting herself through 

hardship and “surrendered” it only after marriage and even then “not easily.” Her discriminatory 

expectations of men and women are especially reflective of how she did not have the same strict 

standards for Al-e Ahmad’s sexual needs. In her October 8, 1952, letter she wrote, “[…] If you 

must, you can land Mr. Sparrow on a stranger’s rooftop but try to do it in such a way that I don’t 

find out.”35 According to the editor of the book the ellipsis with three dots (which is used 

throughout the book) signifies sexually graphic content that the editor and/or Daneshvar decided 

to censor in the published volumes. Following the censored sexually graphic content, Daneshvar 

was giving permission to Al-e Ahmad to have sex with other women. Here, “Mr. Sparrow” was 

likely their pet’s name for Al-e Ahmad’s penis, and Daneshvar was assuring Al-e Ahmad that it 

was understandable if he had to go and relieve/satisfy his sexual needs with someone else, just as 
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long as she did not find out. This was a freedom that neither she herself nor Al-e Ahmad 

extended to Daneshvar’s sexual needs. In fact, it appeared like she had a different set of 

standards for herself compared to Al-e Ahmad, in which, regardless of her needs or 

achievements, Al-e Ahmad was always, sexually or otherwise, more deserving and always more 

accomplished. This double standard was most apparent in her praise of Al-e Ahmad as a writer. 

In addition to feeling inadequate as a sexually desirable woman and appropriate wife, at 

least in her letters, she also presented herself as a less capable writer. In several letters she 

commented about how Al-e Ahmad was such a better writer than she was- “more detailed and 

precise.” In one letter she wrote, “In all honesty, you are the true writer and I just pretend to be a 

writer…I can’t even be your student.”36 Even if she was trying to boost his ego for her own 

benefit, she also managed to minimize her own tremendous work as a writer. This was especially 

noteworthy since she did not even accept Wallace Stegner, the accomplished American writer, as 

a capable writer but somehow saw Al-e Ahmad as one. In one letter she wrote to Al-e Ahmad: 

Stegner is supposed to be the best after Hemingway, Steinbeck, James Joyce, Faulkner 
and London, but I haven’t seen anything yet. He [Stegner] was saying that his wife and 
him are always fighting over whether [he or his wife] are the better writer. I told him that 
we never fight because I know that my husband is the better writer.37 

 

Although she was the one who was in Stanford, competing with some of the best writers in the 

world, she referred to her own writing style as “meaningless and gossipy,” Ensha’e khaleh 

zanakaneh, 38 and declared that she would be perfectly happy if she was not a writer but “the 

wife of a writer,” meaning the wife of Al-e Ahmad. Before returning from the United States, she 

wrote to Al-e Ahmad, “When I come, I am going to work extra hard so that you can rest and go 
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to Europe.”39 She said this in the context of Al-e Ahmad often being jobless, albeit due to his 

political activity and/or reputation, and herself working in a fulltime job, as well as being a 

housewife, a writer, and a translator. The reproduction of the saying “a man is the king of his 

castle” is reflective of how, as his wife, Daneshvar was willing to put even more burden on 

herself to provide every comfort to Al-e Ahmad. Not only did she feel like she was obligated to 

work for Al-e Ahmad’s further comfort and leisure, but she also felt that she was responsible for 

Al-e Ahmad’s anger, “[the escalation of] your anger is to a degree in my hands. You are, inside 

and out, a writer and an artist, I have been selfish and have not acted how you wanted me to …I 

should be able to endure your sensitivity and upset-ness.”40 Here she justified Al-e Ahmad’s 

frequent angry outbursts by equating volatility and emotional violence as acceptable 

characteristics of being “a writer, an artist,” as being “sensitive.” Furthermore, Daneshvar 

reproduced the patriarchal framework of holding women responsible for men’s behavior. It was 

not Al-e Ahmad who should have changed his angry outbursts. It was Daneshvar who should 

have worked hard to allow him more space for his artistic expressions, and she also should have 

“not made him angry.” Despite Daneshvar’s continuous efforts to position herself in 

subordination to Al-e Ahmad and assure him of his superior position, in many ways Al-e Ahmad 

felt inferior to Daneshvar. Such insistence on establishing dominant/subordinate relations was in 

part due to the highly hierarchical reality of their society, which was reflective of their private 

and public lives. 

 

Al-e Ahmad, Daneshvar and the Gendered Hierarchy 
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 The hierarchical framework of Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar’s private lives was reflective 

of the contradictory realities of the Pahlavi era society. On the one hand, they abided by the 

traditional framework that the “lady of the house,” meaning Daneshvar, was responsible for 

household matters. However, similar to many women of the modern era, she was also working 

full time outside of the home. In other words, despite their expectations to treat each other as 

equal partners, Daneshvar carried a much heavier burden, since she operated in the traditional 

gender role of taking care of the household affairs and working full time in the University. Given 

the fact that they did not have any children, for all practical purposes this meant that in large part 

she was taking care of Al-e Ahmad. Based on their letters, Al-e Ahmad hardly engaged in any 

household responsibilities, even though due to his unemployment or self-employment, he was 

home more than Daneshvar. In response to Al-e Ahmad’s lack of participation in the household 

chores, Daneshvar not only was not discontented but encouraged this arrangement. In her letters, 

she was upset that their servant Karim had taken vacation days, leaving Al-e Ahmad to fend for 

himself. She implored Al-e Ahmad to ask his mother and sisters to come and take care of him 

and the household, which on several occasions they did.41  

It must be noted that this hierarchical order was not a simple linear framework, as 

reflected in Daneshvar and Al-e Ahmad’s relationship to their servants and other individuals in 

their circles of friends and acquaintances. Although Daneshvar was expected to do the 

housework, she also came from an upper-class background, where a servant named Sakineh was 

part of her dowry. However, they had “gotten rid of” Sakineh, who had turned out to be a 

“difficult” servant. During the time of Daneshvar’s stay in Stanford, they had a servant named 

Karim. The way that they wrote about Karim was reflective of their hierarchical perception of 
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their superiority compared to their servants. Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar felt that Karim was 

“ungrateful” because he had asked for extra pay. They were constantly trying to find a “less 

problematic” servant. But they were worried about their own “hardship” if they remained 

without a servant. In one letter regarding “getting rid of their servant Karim” Al-e Ahmad wrote, 

“you know that Karim is better than all of them [the previous servants] but truth be told… I keep 

thinking what if when I am not here, he clears the house and takes off. I still don’t have his birth 

certificate. Especially since he is now socializing with his people.”42 At least in some 

households, it was customary to hold a servant’s birth certificate as collateral so he would not 

leave the household.43  Regardless of its normalcy, it must be highlighted that in a sense Al-e 

Ahmad and Daneshvar saw Karim as part of their property. In the letter, Al-e Ahmad also 

reproduced the ill-informed class expectation that “lower” classes are thieves, completely 

unconscious that most “crimes” have always been due to poverty. They both acted as if they 

were doing favors for these servants, who were clearly being exploited by not being paid a living 

wage to be able to live in a place separate from their “masters.” In one letter Al-e Ahmad 

complained to Daneshvar, “I just finished writing a letter for Karim’s parents. I remembered the 

letters that you, my darling, had to write for that damned Naneh Sakineh, remember how much 

you would suffer? I suffered as much, repeatedly writing “give my regards to this one, send my 

prayers to that one…’”44 Here, Al-e Ahmad was referring to writing letters for Karim’s family, 

similar to how Daneshvar had previously written letters for her “dowry-servant” Naneh Sakineh. 

Instead of being outraged by the huge disparity between themselves and “their servant,” they 
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acted as if they did such a great favor for Karim by writing letters for him or by housing him or 

paying him a small amount of money. In fact, the issue of being better educated was central to 

this hierarchical framework.  

In this context, one of the dynamics between Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar was Al-e 

Ahmad’s feeling of inferiority toward Daneshvar due to her level of education. This feeling of 

inferiority became especially apparent when Daneshvar travelled to Stanford for her Fulbright 

fellowship. In a number of letters, Al-e Ahmad articulated his struggle with Daneshvar being 

more accomplished than himself. In one letter he wrote, “When I saw your dissertation, the 

revisions, your writings, I envied your determination… how you suffered and worked, unlike me 

who did not do any work to climb the ladder.” 45 Worried that her experience in Stanford and 

exposure to American society would add to her accomplishments, in another letter he wrote:  

How can I be sure that after one year, you are the same pleasant, gentle, and soft [Simin] 
who tried to improve your angry husband… or are you going to have the same burden as 
your husband? Are you going to be the same content Simin who can put up with a human 
being like me [not like] the beginning of our marriage when you did not have the patience 
of a married woman? [Can you still] see your husband as your everything? Can I be sure 
that your comfortable life abroad will not make you angry.46  

The passage is informative of the values he emphasized being reinforced by a married woman 

(here, Simin Daneshvar) who should not expect her husband to be accountable for his violent 

behavior. Instead, she should play the role of superhuman by transforming her husband’s 

shortcomings and possibly abusive behaviors by her “pleasant, gentle, and soft”-ness. Above all, 

the safety and sustainability of the patriarchal framework is guaranteed by the wife being 

“content,” “patient” and by seeing her husband as her “everything.” Although it can be argued 

that Al-e Ahmad’s expectations are based on his sense of insecurity and inferiority, his demands 
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and Daneshvar’s compliance maintained the hegemonic patriarchal framework of the demanding 

husband and the obedient wife. It is no surprise that while in earlier letters, he expressed his 

anxiety about his sense of inferiority apologetically, by the end of the trip his position was quite 

clear. “Let me be frank, truth be told after this trip I see myself very insignificant and small in 

front of you. And if you didn’t understand my real desire for you not to go or did understand and 

ignored it then you are guilty of belittling and humiliating me.”47 The passage is also reflective 

of the era’s normative expectation, where a man deserved to be more educated and more 

accomplished than his wife. Furthermore, it was the woman’s – in this case Daneshvar’s fault for 

causing the man – in this case Al-e Ahmad’s feeling of “humiliation.” It is likely that part of Al-e 

Ahmad’s feeling of inferiority stemmed from his own position in the hierarchy of intellectuals.  

Regardless of their sense of superiority to others in Iran, they both had complicated 

relationships with American and European “foreigners.” On the one hand, they saw themselves 

as inferior compared to their American and European counterparts due to Iran’s lagging 

development. For example, when Daneshvar arrived in the U.K through the village of Schleswig 

outside of London, Daneshvar had thought that Schleswig was London. When she saw London, 

she was shocked and wrote to Al-e Ahmad, “I have just witnessed what these ignoramuses have 

done with the money stolen from the wretched people of Eastern lands… the streets are so clean, 

that you don’t even feel like spitting on them…I prefer spitting on the heads of these people who 

caused Iranians to be in such a miserable state.”48 Although she left out the Iranian officials’ 

hand in making devastating concessions to the U.K, Russia/the Soviet Union and later the U.S., 

she is rightfully feeling the impact of decades of occupation and exploitation of Iran’s resources 

                                                             
47 Al-e Ahmad to Daneshvar, December 5, 1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 2, no.1:287-
88. 
48 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, September 3, 1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 1:34. 
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at the hands of these foreign governments. It must be noted that they did not completely give in 

to their feelings of inferiority. Instead, in their need to distinguish themselves and also find a 

point of “superiority” compared to “those Americans,” they adhered to rigid simplistic false 

binaries. Daneshvar described Americans to Al-e Ahmad as being “so big that it seems they are 

made only for boxing and football.”49 She then reinforced yet another false stereotype, that the 

Americans’ supposed athletic or large bodies meant that “they have nothing to do with 

philosophy and literature. They only tend to their bodies and therefore end up being stupid.” 50 

She was also under the strange impression that Americans were not capable of deep love because 

they were so privileged. In one of her conversations with an American woman she told the 

woman: 

You have all the blessings in the world and thus don’t really need that much love. 
Sexually you grow among boys and are used to them, God knows how many boyfriends 
and lovers you have, why would you even need a husband or his love. But we are 
completely in the opposite situation. We are in every aspect impoverished and this 
impoverishment compels us to give all of our love to our husbands, especially since we 
have an eastern and religious upbringing which makes us inherently more dignified than 
you. We love that one spouse immeasurably and if we have a child then a major part of 
our love goes to that child. You don’t know what a carefree happy creature they are… I 
wish that we were like this. 51 

 
She distinguished herself from the “ignoramus” Americans by believing that as an Iranian 

woman, she was so much more pious than the American women. In her Nov 26, 1952, letter, she 

wrote:  

Truth be told these girls make me sick. They have cheapened everything, the mechanistic 
civilization of America has even made beauty and love mechanical, cheap and available 
for every Tom, Dick and Harry. Such cheap love, such worthless beauty. If you only 
knew how shameless they are. That night in the bus that they took us from Berkeley to 
San Francisco, what these girls and boys wouldn’t do. The girls were sitting in the boys’ 
laps and were kissing them in front of everyone yes in front of everyone! In America, 

                                                             
49 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, October 1, 1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 1:67. 
50 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, October 1, 1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 1:67. 
51 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, October 8, 1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 1:86-87. 
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media and cinema has made love cheap…52 in all honesty, there is no word for these girls 
except [whore].53  
 
 

They both agreed that in Iran “they lived with spirituality while Americans lived in a completely 

materialistic world,” 54 and that “sexual looseness was at its height in the 20th century Babylon”55 

By the end of her stay, Daneshvar wrote, “I figured out why young Iranians quickly marry a 

[usually white] American woman; it is loneliness, being a stranger in a foreign land, and a sense 

of inferiority. They think by marrying an American woman they have conquered America.”56 

Although she had the chance to renew her Fulbright for an additional year, Daneshvar decided to 

return home. In her homesickness, out of “pride and jealousy” she preferred not to unburden 

herself with “the ignoramuses, Jahel-ha. Both Daneshvar and Al-e Ahmad sensed and resented 

that as people they existed in a “delayed” developmental reality compared to the Americans and 

Europeans. Daneshvar expressed such feelings as soon as she was flying to the UK: “The flight 

attendant was so beautiful that I felt bad that she was serving us. But since she was a member of 

the ignoramuses [British], deep down I was happy that she was serving me.”57  

Despite their resentment toward the West, Daneshvar and Al-e Ahmad also knew the 

privileges of having access to Western spaces. In a letter Al-e Ahmad wrote: “if they have 

accepted your PhD, then you will have it made.” 58 Even writing in English, as opposed to 

Persian, was a point of privilege and regarding Daneshvar’s writing, Al-e Ahmad wrote, “I will 

not let you write in Persian. Leave Persian for wretched people like me. You write in English so 

                                                             
52 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, November 26,1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 1:175. 
53 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, February 20, 1953, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 1:280-81.  
54 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, December 17,1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 1:199. 
55 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, January 5, 1953, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 1: 227.  
56 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, June 11, 1953, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 1:450.  
57 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, September 3, 1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 1:34. 
58 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, October 7, 1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 2, no.1:99. 
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the world will be able to read your writing.”59 As such, they both wanted to find a way to remain 

in a Western country, even for a temporary time period. While in Stanford, Daneshvar tried 

unsuccessfully to secure a position for herself and Al-e Ahmad. 

 

Conclusion 

The personal and complicated work of confronting hegemonic masculinity must occur 

both internally and externally in the context of socio-political, cultural and personal challenges. 

As such, in addition to reflecting and confronting their own personal challenges, Daneshvar and 

Al-e Ahmad also had to negotiate their gendered transformations in the aftermath of WWII, the 

consequences of the 1953 coup, and the intensification of crackdown on their civil liberties. 

Despite all of these obstacles, which included their own inconsistencies, they struggled to 

renegotiate their gendered selves toward a more democratic and equal relationship. Although for 

the most part they reinforced the gendered hegemony of the era, as a first step in the context of 

historical trajectory, they also succeeded in creating some possibilities of rupture. 

                                                             
59 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, October 10, 1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 2, no.1:111. 
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CHAPTER 4: AL-E AHMAD’S SHORT STORIES, HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY & 

THE HYPOCRISIES OF THE PATRIARCHY (1945-1958) 

 
 

Al-e Ahmad’s short stories could have been influential in creating rupture in the 

hegemonic masculinity because they exposed the patriarchal injustices. However, such rupture 

did not happen, because in this decade, his stories were not taken seriously enough as a mirror of 

Iran’s struggling society. Unlike his personal life, where despite his claims or perhaps genuine 

efforts, he was inconsistent and often reverted back to traditional patriarchal gender practices, in 

his short stories published between 1945-1958, Al-e Ahmad consistently challenged the authority 

and legitimacy of both the lingering old religious patriarchy and the new state patriarchy by 

exposing the inherent injustices of gendered hierarchies of power that impacted not just women 

but also men who were low on the ladder of success. In this context, he also often highlighted, 

women’s tools of survival and their bargaining with the patriarchy. In addition to exposing the 

patriarchal framework, the stories were reflective of the connectedness of gender with every 

aspect of societal frameworks. The overlapping themes of social justice in his stories consistently 

exposed the toxicity of hegemonic masculinity and provided the possibility of change through 

what could be categorized as feminist tendencies. It is important to highlight that these short 

stories were often loosely, if not completely, based on Al-e Ahmad’s personal experiences 

among his family, friends, and professional circles. By writing these creative non-fiction stories, 

he was, however unintentionally, inviting a critique of patriarchal dysfunctionalities among 

intellectuals such as himself. In a pattern that was repeated in multiple short stories, Al-e Ahmad 

was almost adamant about criticizing and even mocking patriarchal figures, be it religious, state 
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or intellectual, and highlighting the patriarchal atrocities that were endured by men and 

especially women.  

His early short stories certainly fell under the categories of Persianist and later 

Committed Literary movements. 1 Both categories rejected religiosity, and Islamic-ness in 

particular, adhering either to the “Persian” identity or leftist ideology in part by narrativizing the 

“backwardness” and “limited” rigidity of religiosity.2 In this context, these stories revealed a 

detailed account of the relationship of power/lessness and religiosity, the struggles of 

hierarchical masculinities especially as they relate to the results of disenfranchisement. 

 

Violent Authority of Local Religious Patriarchies 

The struggles between what Al-e Ahmad in the next decade (1958-1963) called the 

“modern” vs. “eastern” man, who existed in his personal life, were not as prominent in his short 

stories. Instead, his stories reflected the problematics of inequality and injustice inherent in the 

patriarchal form, which included local religious patriarchies as well as the newly presented forms 

of patriarchy under the name of “modernity.” The stories included men and women who, faced 

with these injustices responded with acts of resistance and rebelliousness. In other words, his 

stories were adamant about social justice principles. While in their personal lives his attitudes 

toward Daneshvar’s public interactions were inconsistent, often controlling and riddled with 

                                                             
1 Represented by poets and writers such as Nima Yushij, Mohammad Ali Jamalzadeh, and Sadeq Hedayat, 
expressionist literary movement was a response against the influence of Arabic language and the Islamic traditions 
which were prevalent during the Qajar era. it emerged during the late nineteenth early twentieth centuries. These 
writers and poets used pre-Islamic Persian imagery and symbols and promoted modernism through reform of the 
Persian language and Iranian traditional society. Committed literature which emerged during the 50s and lasted thru 
the 1979 Revolution, refers to writers which were committed to a certain belief or ideology such as Marxist and 
leftist authors. Through their literary work, they aimed to bring about social reform. Talattof, Politics of Writing in 
Iran, 24, 64  
2 Talattof, The Politics of Writing in Iran, 62, 66-108. 
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contradictions, in his short stories, women used whatever agency they possessed to assert their 

voices, desires and perspective both in the public and private spheres.  

In both short stories “Untimely Iftar” Iftar-e Bi-Moghe3 (1945) and “Sunlight on the Edge 

of the Roof” Aftab-e Lab-e Baam. 4 (1948), the female characters spoke against the hypocrisies 

and the violence that were prevalent in the patriarchal frameworks of their era. Both stories 

depict the experiences of two families related to fasting during the month of Ramadan. At a time 

that Iran was still grappling with shifting toward modern expectations of gender relations, these 

two stories, along with others, reflected the negative impact of patriarchal hierarchies of 

dominance which were in part enforced through the utilization of rigid religiosity. 

In “Untimely Iftar,” it was the wife/mother (no name provided) who, through upholding 

the patriarchal religious framework, exposed the hypocrisy of her husband Amirza’s religiosity. 

Amirza Reza, who believed only himself and his family to be most devout, once saw a beggar 

who was smoking during the “holy month of Ramadan.” For this supposed violation, he struck 

the beggar so hard that the beggar’s nose began to bleed. Amirza himself knew of his 

wrongdoing, since he never shared this incident with his wife. A few days after the same 

incident, Amirza, who had struck the beggar for failing to observe the Muslim fasting ritual, 

broke his own fast before the proper time of Iftar. When he went home, his wife who was “savvy 

enough,” guessed Amirza’s indiscretion and “unleashed her mouth” on her husband: 

You Jackass of a man-as if I am not a human being who is keeping it together! Even 
though I have to breastfeed an infant. How were you not ashamed?... If you are not man, 
enough to fast then don’t act like you are doing God a favor. Don’t! you could have taken 
that [money] and bought some grapes so that your children could eat them at iftar.5 
 

                                                             
3 Jalal Al-e Ahmad, “Iftar-e Bi Moghe” [Untimely Iftar], in Did-o Bazdid [Visit and Re-visit] (Tehran: Sepehr 
Publication, 1349 [1971/1972]), 55-70. 
4 Jalal Al-e Ahmad. “Aftab Lab-e Bam [Sunlight on the Edge of the Roof], in Setar (Tehran: Sepehr Publication, 
1357 [1978/1979]), 69-80. 
5 Jalal Al-e Ahmad, “Untimely Iftar,” 67. 
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Here, similar to any number of ordinary women in Al-e Ahmad’s society, Amirza’s wife 

competed for a higher place in the hierarchy of devoutness by highlighting her own dedication to 

her religious duties. She adhered to her fast, even though Islam urges nursing mothers to refrain 

from fasting.6 The passage was also exemplary of how the legitimacy of masculinity was in part 

linked to devotion. Amirza’s wife mocked his masculinity: he had to be “man enough” to follow 

through with his religious duty of fasting. If he was not “man enough” then he was acting like a 

lesser man or, in the rigid binary of masculinity and femininity, like a woman. The implication 

which has prevailed even in today’s Iranian society is that through her “endurance” and 

“righteousness” Amirza’s wife was being “more of a man” than Amirza himself. The passage 

reflected the fragility and fluidity of both religiosity and masculinity. The definition of both 

religious ritual and masculinity were so vulnerable that drinking a cup of tea before the 

designated time tainted both concepts. Furthermore, it was shown that the enforcement of the 

rigid patriarchy was not exclusive to men. Instead, religiosity became a competition for climbing 

the ladder of power in which both men and women could compete for the highest position. Here 

it was Amirza’s wife and not Amirza who insisted on absolute obedience and adherence to the 

religious duty of fasting in order to prove her superiority on the hierarchy of religiosity. When 

the husband claimed that the local clergy gave his permission for this discretion, Amirza’s wife 

went as far as rejecting the authority of the local cleric: “Dust on your head with that Imam of 

yours, Khak bar sar-e to ba oon emamet.” Hardly able to hold back her laughter, she continued 

“neither of you know anything about the mandatory rules of religion.” 7 It is true that she showed 

                                                             
6Allamah Mohammad Jawad Maghniyya, translated from the Arabic by Mujahid Husayn, “Fasting According to 
Five Islamic Schools of Law,” in Al-Islam.org, accessed March 2020.  https://www.al-islam.org/shiite-
encyclopedia-ahlul-bayt-dilpteam/fasting-according-five-islamic-schools-law  

7 Jalal Al-e Ahmad, “Untimely Iftar,” 68. 
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power and agency in questioning the husband and the clergy. But she used the patriarchal tool of 

condescension and still reinforced the patriarchal framework of religion, assigning herself as the 

person with the ultimately correct understanding of religious duties. Nonetheless, the women and 

their emphasized femininity still have to be distinguished from the men’s struggle in the 

hierarchy of gendered hegemony, because femininity regardless is in a subordinate position to 

masculinity. In other words, women’s emphasis on upholding the patriarchy can be considered to 

be part of their bargaining with the patriarchy to survive their marginal and often unbearable 

positions in society. However, not all women sought power by legitimating religiosity.  

 In “Sunlight on the Edge of the Roof,” (1948) also set during Ramadan, the wife/mother 

(also unnamed) challenged both religiosity and her husband’s patriarchal authority. In the story, 

the readers learn that the entire household was fasting, albeit the young daughters (10 and 12 

years old) were under the duress of their father’s demand. The father has come from work and 

has been sleeping until it is time to break his fast. The mother and two little girls, on the other 

hand, although as hungry and thirsty, are working: cooking, making tea, getting everything ready 

for iftar. Even after all of the housework is done, the wife, with her head against the wall, does 

not remain idle and continues to knit. Al-e Ahmad highlighted the callousness of a religio-

patriarchal framework in which the two little girls who were also fasting and hungry were 

expected to work and, more importantly, to abide by the commands of their father. The father, as 

he was chanting a prayer, told the younger girl, Soghra to move the samovar. When Soghra did 

not listen, the father repeated his demand to the older sister, Batool. Batool, complaining under 

her breath, brought the samovar. Again, the father ordered the girls to get ice and make tea, and 

again the girls, who were too young, hungry, and tired, complained under their breaths. 

Suddenly, the father lost his temper and burst into the room where the girls and his wife were 
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working. Here, the children’s reactions attest that this father had clearly struck his children 

before. Al-e Ahmad painted a vivid, gut-wrenching scene of a grown man (the father) chasing 

two small girls (his daughters) to beat them, not because they were disobedient, but because they 

were not quick and happy about their “duty” of being obedient. In reaction to their father’s 

sudden outburst, the girls threw themselves into the courtyard, running barefoot in different 

directions. The father at first did not know which one to chase, but finally chased after the 

younger girl, the one that was, most likely, easier to catch. The heartbreaking chase scene 

signified the vulnerability of the little girl in contrast with the ultimate masculine dominance of 

the father: “Soghra circles the small pool three times; once her foot goes into the flowers, one of 

the flower branches breaks. But the father finally catches his daughter and strikes the little girl so 

hard that she falls on her face onto the ground and her moans pierce the soil.”8 Here, by painting 

the girls in a positive light, Al-e Ahmad portrayed the daughters’ disobedience of forced 

religiosity in a positive light. Furthermore, it was their mother, again a woman, who was the only 

line of defense for the little girl. Still with “no color in her face,” as if completely fed up, the 

mother suddenly burst out and expressed what she thought about her husband who beat their 

little girls: “Shameless! Cruel! Coward!” In response, the father used a technique that was 

supposed to shame and stun her into silence. Upon hearing his wife’s verbal attack, the father, 

who appeared to be in the middle of prayer let out a loud Allahu Akbar; such loud utterance was 

supposed to signal that he was in middle of the important “sacred” act of prayer and must not be 

disturbed. However, the mother was not intimidated by the father or the supposed sacredness of 

prayer. She continued to murmur words like “coward” and “heartless” as she went about 

fulfilling her duty of setting up for iftar. Finally, when they were all at the iftar spread, the 

                                                             
8 Al-e Ahmad, “Sunlight on the Edge of the Roof,” 72-73. 
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mother, refusing to take her gaze off the father’s face, burst out: “Have you no shame? Is this 

your way of thanking [your daughters] for preparing the food? Especially since you have forced 

them to fast?!” The mother was so angry that “blood filled her face” and “her hand remained 

motionless in a bowl of food,” as she continued to curse at the father. Once again, Al-e Ahmad 

tasked a woman to expose the forced imposition of religiosity- the father forcing his daughters to 

fast, and to speak up for the voiceless, in this case the younger daughter. In contrast, Al-e Ahmad 

portrayed the patriarch as incapable of self-reflection and remorse. The father told his wife to 

“shut up and to let him break his fast in peace.”9 However, regardless of the threat of violence, 

the mother persisted and continued to protest the father’s behavior. Similar to the story 

“Untimely Iftar,” the father was not capable of responding but instead got up, pulled up the 

sofreh 10 off the ground, spilled all of the food, and left the house.11 

 In his portrayal of these men and his highlighting of women’s assertiveness, Al-e Ahmad 

did not always condemn these marginalized men as absolute perpetrators of violence and 

oppression, but instead in some stories, he revealed how dysfunctional and burdensome 

expectations of hegemonic masculinity on “unsuccessful men” can lead to acts of violence in the 

name of religiosity to gain power. Through the fathers, the stories demonstrated how men who 

were not considered to be “successful” in Pahlavi-era society made up for or escaped their 

powerlessness through religiosity both within the four walls of their homes and whenever 

possible outside in society. In other words, part of the unequal relationship which is inherent to 

patriarchal frameworks was reproduced in how men and women treated each other based on the 

hierarchy of “devoutness” in the Islamic patriarchal framework. The stories demonstrated how 

                                                             
9 Al-e Ahmad, “Sunlight on the Edge of the Roof.” 
10 Cloth that is spread on the floor and on which food is served http://dictionary-farsi.com/ 
11 Jalal Al-e Ahmad, “Sunlight on the Edge of the Roof.” 
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devoutness created an avenue for men who felt powerless on a societal level to reclaim some 

position of power even if they had to resort to violence. In fact, practicing violence could be a 

very powerful visceral tool of reclaiming physical dominance. If there were any unclarity about 

the powerlessness felt by marginalized men in the previous stories, in the story of “Pink Nail 

Polish”12 (1948), written during the same time period, the male character explicitly confessed to 

his powerlessness and its connection with violence. 

“Pink Nail Polish” Lak-e Soorati, was the seemingly simple story of Hajar, a woman 

from a socio-economically marginalized class, who loved a particular shade of pink nail polish 

but could not afford to buy it. Despite her low socio-economic status and her husband’s 

religiosity, Hajar was resourceful enough to find money and buy her favorite pink nail polish. 

When Hajar’s husband, Enayatollah, saw Hajar’s nails, he became furious, first, because she had 

wasted money, second, because she had shown herself to a male stranger, na-mahram, in order 

to buy the nail polish, and finally, because wearing the nail polish would supposedly interfere 

with Hajar’s religious duty of daily ablution. Enayatollah, similar to other marginalized male 

characters in Al-e Ahmad’s stories, found his power through religion and when frustrated 

resorted to that easily accessible tool of violence. 

More specifically, the story revealed that at least for some men in the position of 

Enayatollah, this insistence on religiosity was not for the sake of piety or becoming a more 

devout Muslim; but as a potential source of self-righteous appeasement for marginalized men. In 

the context of Iran’s society during the late 1940s, where higher education, industrialization and 

technological knowledge were the markers of success, Al-e Ahmad’s depiction of Enayatollah 

was that of a struggling man who had taken 12 years to be able to get a small box to carry his 

                                                             
12 Jalal Al-e Ahmad. “Lak-e Soorati” [Pink Nail Polish], in Setar (Tehran: Sepehr Publication, 1357 [1978/1979]), 
33-52. 
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merchandise and sell them in the streets. At a time that the Pahlavi regime was dreaming of 

cutting-edge technological enhancement, Enayatollah’s biggest dream which remained 

unattained was to have a “tiny shop.” On the day that Hajar showed him her pink fingernails, 

Enayatollah had not had any luck with selling his merchandise. Consistent with his position of 

superiority in the framework of patriarchy, Enayatollah, who felt powerless and defeated, still 

had enough entitlement to attack “his woman.” While Enayatollah was beating his wife, Al-e 

Ahmad complicated the simple narrative of dominant masculinity by bringing in Oosta Rajabali, 

a long-time neighbor in the same shared living space who also happened to be a leftist. When 

Oosta Rajabali announced his entrance, Enayatollah’s first reaction was to put Hajar’s chador on 

her head. In other words, in that scene, Al-e Ahmad highlighted the suffocating preoccupation of 

a traditional Islamic man with regulating women’s bodies in the name of honor. Even while 

beating his wife, Enayatollah was pre-occupied only with finding her chador and making sure 

that she was covered in front of the eyes of another man. Oosta Rajabali came to Hajar and 

Enayatollah’s living quarters to stop the fight and Enayatollah stopped beating Hajar out of 

respect for Rajabali: “if it weren’t for you, I would beat her into a pulp. That cunt, she dares talk 

back to me!”13 says Enayatollah. With this exchange, Al-e Ahmad demonstrated the perceived 

worthlessness of a woman’s dignity and in contrast the gravity of some male-to-male 

relationships. The most natural and quickest reaction for Enayatollah was to beat Hajar and to 

stop only when a respected male elder asked him to do so. The scene reflected a very likely 

hierarchical reality in the patriarchal mainstream framework in which “respectable, elderly men” 

served as mediators for younger men to be kind to their “pitiful, occasionally unruly” wives. But 

the story further reflected that even “respectable elderly men” with supposed wisdom and 

                                                             
13 Al-e Ahmad, “Pink Nail Polish,” 49. 
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experience operated within a patriarchal system that potentially treated women as deserving of 

their subordinate position, which might include physical violence. In the story, after Rajabali 

“calmed” Enayatollah, he turned to Hajar: “… [Enayatollah] is not at fault either. What can he 

do? Who else is he going to empty out his anger upon?” 14 In response Hajar said nothing or at 

least appeared convinced. Al-e Ahmad’s justification of Enayatollah’s violence in part could be 

Al-e Ahmad’s attempt to exonerate his own violent outbursts toward his intimate circle and 

perhaps most of all his wife, Daneshvar. Whatever his reason, the dialogue and the scene 

highlighted how the ideal is for the wife to disregard her own dignity as well as physical and 

mental health and to be understanding of her husband’s violence toward her. At the end, the story 

once again focused on the intersectionality of poverty, violence, and religiosity: “… it’s our 

difficult and stressful lives that make us trip on each other, fall down and blame the other person, 

unbeknownst that it’s our living conditions that remain difficult thus making us fight with each 

other,” Oosta Rajabali told Enayatollah and Hajar. Enayatollah immediately connected with 

Oosta Rajabali’s observation: “Yes! Yes! Oosta, this is the truth. God knows when my pocket is 

empty, I’m like hell but when I have a little something, my home is like heaven.” 15 The next 

morning, Hajar scraped off the nail polish with her tweezer, emptied the rest into the toilet, and 

filled up the bottle with scorpion oil.16 

While in his other stories, Al-e Ahmad hinted at the intertwined relationship of religiosity 

and poverty, here he further exposed this reality. In his conversation with Oosta Rajabali, 

Enayatollah openly admitted that when he had not sold anything and was enduring the anxiety of 

poverty, he felt defeated, angry, one could even say emasculated for his inability to provide for 

                                                             
14 Al-e Ahmad, “Pink Nail Polish,” 50. 
15 Al-e Ahmad, “Pink Nail Polish,” 51. 
16 Al-e Ahmad, “Pink Nail Polish,” 51. 
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his family. It was during such times that he resorted to violence, and religion. In other words, he 

tapped into one source of power to alleviate his helplessness in the economic and social arena. 

Hajar as well understood this predicament. She pushed back when Enayatollah tried to impose 

Islamic requirements on her. But when she was reminded of poverty’s hardship, she was willing 

to give up her seemingly “superficial” desires for “practical” reasons but also to support her 

husband. Regardless of the reasons, her act of giving up her desire further reinforced the 

patriarchal framework which was intertwined with religious authority. Despite her show of 

strong-minded agency, Hajar had little choice but to operate within the bounds of hegemonic 

masculinity and to go along with all of the patriarchal agreements that forced her into 

subordination. However, not all women in Al-e Ahmad’s stories easily gave in to the patriarchal 

indignities that were imposed upon their daily lives.  

 “Samanoo-Cooking” Samanoo-Pazoon, 17 (1952) easily comparable to Al-e Ahmad’s 

childhood home, revealed how women of a traditional, Muslim, reasonably wealthy economic 

background negotiated religious patriarchy in the context of modern Iran. The story takes place 

in an all-female space, where Maryam Khanoom, Haji’s wife, had organized a ritual cooking of 

samanoo. These were the women of Al-e Ahmad’s childhood home, “women with tightly 

braided hair, shirt sleeves folded all the way up and collars that were all stretched out because 

they had pulled them down to breast feed the children.”18 Unlike many of his stories which 

include male characters, “Samanoo-Cooking” transported readers into one of the most intimate 

female homosocial spaces which were quickly disappearing due to the shift in life style in part 

caused by modernization. The story’s first scene included Maryam Khanoom’s extended family, 

                                                             
17 Jalal Al-e Ahmad “Smanoo Pazoon” [Samanoo Cooking], in Superfluous Woman [Zan-e Ziyadi]. Tehran: Toos 
Publication, 1349 (1970/71), 13-34. 
18 Al-e Ahmad, “Samanoo Cooking,” 16. 
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relatives, and friends who were getting ready to begin the ritual cooking of samanoo. As they 

were working, they shared the women’s incidental conversations- the gossips, heartbreaks, and 

hopes. In contrast to the stereotypical image of women being symbols of nurture, compassion, 

sympathy and peace, this all-female space revealed women’s struggles and creative reactions, 

which were not necessarily consistent with the aforementioned stereotypes. At a time when the 

Pahlavi regime promoted monogamy and presented women as “modern” participants in the new 

Iranian society, the story exposed the reality of some traditional religious spaces where women 

still had to endure the injustices of polygynous marriages and in order to survive, uphold 

patriarchal frameworks:  

- Huh, God strike me dead Soghra Khanoom! Did I tell you? That damn Zahra! She 
almost accidentally invited your rival-wife. What if that battle-axe had come?! We would 
have all turned into smoke and disappeared. 
-Oh, give her [the rival-wife] a break. After all, she too is one of God’s creatures. It’s not 
like she is taking away our share. 
-Then whose share is she taking? If that witch had not seduced your husband, you 
wouldn’t be in this situation. 19 
 

The scene demonstrated how marginalized women were pitted against each other, especially 

when they became rival wives in a polygynous family. The women in this gathering had almost 

accidentally invited the rival-wife of another woman, a mistake that could have resulted in 

physical altercation and retaliation from the women’s shared husband. While some of the 

women, for any number of reasons, from survival to ignorance, had made peace with their 

difficult polygynous realities, others refused to give in to the arrangement. Maryam Khanoom, 

who herself had a rival-wife, whispered to her sister: “Do you see, sister? It’s because of these 

kinds of stupid women that after raising five children, my bastard husband goes and brings a 

                                                             
19 Al-e Ahmad, “Samanoo Cooking,” 16. 
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rival-wife into the house.”20 In fact, Maryam Khanoom has organized this samanoo-cooking 

event to get her wish of ridding herself of her rival-wife.  

Again, the story is reflective of the persistence of traditional tools of resistance, despite 

the emphasis on modernization from multiple fronts. The Samanoo-cooking ceremony, which 

was considered useless and superstitious by many intellectuals including Al-e Ahmad, still 

remained a form of women’s resistance and insistence on hope. This samanoo-cooking was a 

common act of oblation and offering to God from the many women in the position of Maryam 

Khanoom- women who were pleading for an oblation and need, nazr-o-niaz. In order for the 

women to get their wish, they whispered a prayer of their needs as they stirred the huge pot of 

samanoo. In the story, Maryam Khanoom, who was suffering because she too had to endure the 

burdens of a polygynous marriage, called to her daughter: “Come and stir the pot to turn around 

your fate, so you will have good suitors and marry well.”21 The daughter’s response was 

reflective of the possible conflict between the older and the younger generation in that era, but 

also of the shift in Iranian society during the early 1950s: “Oh, mother! What kind of talk is this? 

As if all of these oblations and offerings helped you to stand up to my father.”22 The fact that the 

daughter rejected the ways of the older generation planted the hope that she might find more 

effective avenues of resistance and survival. However, the older generation, Maryam Khanoom, 

despite their scarce resources, did not give up, manifesting the notion that in their case, survival 

was an act of resistance. In response to her daughter, Maryam Khanoom, who maintained her 

dignity and refused to give up hope, drew her eyebrows together and responded: “Shut up! Don’t 

you stick a needle in my eye. This is between me and the prophet’s daughter. I will not let go! 

                                                             
20 Al-e Ahmad, “Samanoo Cooking,” 17. 
21 Al-e Ahmad, “Samanoo Cooking,” 23. 
22 Al-e Ahmad, “Samanoo Cooking,” 23. 
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Not until I get my wish.”23 As the story progressed, the readers were immersed in how toxic 

masculine privilege pitted women against each other. At the time of the Samanoo-cooking 

ceremony, Maryam Khanoom’s rival-wife was in labor and Haji, Maryam Khanoom’s husband, 

was at her rival-wife’s house, “probably sitting next to her wiping the [sweat] off of her brows,” 

laments Maryam Khanoom.24 Filled with a mixture of rage, shame, and helplessness, a few 

weeks prior to this samanoo-cooking ceremony, under the guise of making peace with her rival-

wife, Maryam Khanoom had gone to her rival-wife’s house and had thrown a hex bag in her 

water reservoir. The content of the hex bag had accidentally killed all of the fish in the rival-

wife’s water reservoir and during the samanoo-cooking ceremony, Maryam Khanoom had 

become afraid that her rival-wife may have found out about the hex bag. This Al-e Ahmad 

narrative ripped through any illusion of decency by exposing the cruelties that women, like his 

mother’s household, inflicted upon themselves and each other because they had to fight for their 

agency and dignity in the framework of local patriarchies. He also revealed how women 

continued to emerge from the other side of trauma as the ultimate survivors. At the end of the 

story, Maryam Khanoom’s rival-wife’s servant came to the samanoo-cooking ceremony with a 

big basin. Maryam Khanoom, who had not expected her rival-wife’s servant, went into shock 

and almost passed out. The servant said: “My lady sends her hello and says thank God, 

Alhamdulillah, that your wish has been answered.” 25 Amghezi, the elderly woman who had 

provided Maryam Khanoom with the hex bag, took the cover off the basin and as soon as she 

saw the contents, she quickly turned to the servant and replied: “…You will take this basin and 

return it to its owner’s house… you will give her [the rival-wife] our regards and tell her that one 
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24 Al-e Ahmad, “Samanoo Cooking,” 16-17. 
25 Al-e Ahmad, “Samanoo Cooking,” 32. 
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does not put one’s [dead] bastard seed on a tray and show it off to the whole town…”26 Here Al-

e Ahmad illustrated a grotesque scene where Maryam Khanoom’s rival-wife had birthed a 

stillborn infant, suspected Maryam Khanoom, put her dead baby inside a basin, and sent it to 

Maryam Khanoom’s samanoo-cooking ceremony to take revenge by shaming Maryam 

Khanoom. The incident captured how both women were victims of the local patriarchal 

framework which had devalued and objectified them and had left them resourceless to lash out at 

each other in the cruelest manner. The women in the story did not get a chance to process what 

had happened before they heard the sound of the local mullah, the low-level gatekeeper of the 

Shiite patriarchy, coming from the door. The callous presence of the religious patriarch was 

reinforced in the lamentation of the mullah which begins upon his arrival and drowns out 

Maryam Khanoom’s moaning and the women’s agitations.27 Although at the time, Al-e Ahmad 

likely wrote the story to expose the “backwardness” of religiosity, he was also speaking in 

defense of his own mother, the wife of a low level cleric, who had to deal with her own rival-

wife. In addition to demonstrating the complex intricacy of women’s resistance and survivial, at 

the time of its publication, the story revealed women’s shared pain and common struggles. It 

brought attention to the pain of the nameless rival-wife, who upon birthing a dead infant, was so 

angry and desperate that she paraded her dead baby to shame her rival-wife. The story also left 

the readers wondering about Maryam Khanoom’s desperation, shock, shame, guilt, and perhaps 

even a slight satisfaction.  

The above stories were especially informative because they revealed the non-linear 

gender practices that played out in the hierarchized realities that occurred in marginalized spaces 

during the Pahlavi era. These were the sections of society that due to socio-economic difficulties 
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or religious loyalties did not easily fit into the paradigms of modernity and success. As such, they 

sought their power often by any means necessary. The male characters in “Untimely Iftar” and 

“Sunlight on the Edge of the Roof” were powerless and pitiable men who had to struggle to 

survive and feed their families. However, despite their powerlessness in larger patriarchal 

society, these men held tremendous power in their households in their positions as the 

breadwinners and demands for absolute obedience. The fathers of that historical context (1940s-

1950s) may not have had the most intimate or open relationships with their children and 

especially with their daughters. But they were still expected to be protectors who provided a safe 

space for their children. Al-e Ahmad’s short stories revealed that the patriarchs may have been 

protectors, but they were also fragmented individuals who were domineering, potentially violent 

and disconnected from the very people whom they were supposed to protect. These stories were 

also thought-provoking because they demonstrated how women behaved against the hypocrisy of 

the patriarchy. They used whatever vulnerable space they had, even at the risk of being struck or 

socially and financially abandoned. In these stories, women were the survivors of violence who 

through their actions and dialogue challenged the reader to ask themselves whether there were 

any ways to disrupt the hegemonic masculinity. But the stories did not only show the patriarchal 

harms imposed on women. Although Al-e Ahmad often presented some of his male characters in 

a negative light, the stories suggested that the patriarchy was harmful to men as well.  

This particular group of Al-e Ahmad’s stories, which targeted the problematics of 

traditional religiosity, was consistent with the Pahlavi regime’s official position on the topic. 

Similar to Al-e Ahmad’s position in this decade, the Pahlavi state viewed traditional expressions 

and impositions of religiosity as “backward” and regressive. In the beginning Reza Shah may 

have been quite harsh on religiosity, but under neither one of the Pahlavi kings did the state go as 
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far as denouncing religiosity, as Al-e Ahmad did. Al-e Ahmad would have been an ideal 

intellectual for promoting the regime’s agenda of pushing religiosity to the margins. However, 

Al-e Ahmad was not only after the religious patriarchy; some of his stories focused on the 

reproduction of toxic gendered hierarchies in the context of state patriarchy. In other words, the 

juxtaposition of his short stories demonstrated the configuration of hegemonic masculinity and 

the same dysfunctionalities in the context of state patriarchy.  

 

 

 

The Persistence of Injustice under State Patriarchy 

 Perhaps it is only because he was tuned in to the details of his society and always ready to 

engage in conflict, Al-e Ahmad captured the reconfiguration of the Pahlavi era hegemonic 

masculinity in his short stories. It is true that due to his affiliation with the leftist parties, his 

earlier stories focused on opposing the religious patriarchy; but he also focused on “progressive,” 

“elitist,” and “modernized” spaces, which had not necessarily confronted but only changed 

hegemonic masculinity to fit into the new paradigms of Iranian society. His stories demonstrated 

that despite the progress in the legal framework and the relative shifts in civil society, the 

definitions of masculinity and femininity remained narrow. In these narrow frameworks, women 

and men who fell outside normative definitions carried most of the burden of the era’s 

patriarchy.  

 

“Modern” Reconfiguration of Hegemonic Masculinity and Women’s Bargaining 
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Simultaneous with his rejection of religious patriarchal manifestations, Al-e Ahmad was 

also mockingly exposing the Pahlavi regime’s configurations of the hierarchical patriarchal 

framework as it pertained to class and gender. In “Did-o-Bazdid,” “Visit and Revisit” (1945), 28 

Al-e Ahmad, disillusioned even with his own intellectual circle, exposed the perpetuation of the 

hierarchical patriarchal frameworks in intellectual circles, most of which, in Al-e Ahmad’s 

opinion, were connected to the state apparatus. In “Visit and Revisit” Al-e Ahmad wove the 

undeserved respectabilities and hidden injustice of his class-obsessed society by taking his 

readers from house to house through the narrator, who was going through the ritual of paying 

respect to various friends and family during the Iranian new year. Through these visits, the 

reader caught glimpses of the disparities between social groups from a status-obsessed elite, 

many of whom were affiliated with the state apparatus, to the struggling working class. Although 

the story may have been partially inspired by Al-e Ahmad personal grudges toward many of the 

intellectuals, nevertheless the narratives pointed out the superficial trendiness of status during 

Al-e Ahmad’s time period. The narrator, who very well could have been Al-e Ahmad himself, 

first visited the home of a poet who was so prominent that seemingly everyone, “…from the 

mullahs to parliamentarians, ministers, and young university students… everyone had come to 

pay their respects to this exalted poet.”29 In this context and however unintentionally, Al-e 

Ahmad revealed the hyper-masculine reality of such intellectual, supposedly “progressive,” 

gatherings during the time period of this story. At the gathering, various powerful men including 

ministers, parliamentarians, and literary figures were engaged in conversations while also 

imposing their authoritative views. The seemingly intimidating gravity of these spaces was only 

                                                             
28 Jalal Al-e Ahmad. “Did-o-Bazdid” [Visit and Revisit], in Visit and Revisit [Did-o-Bazdid] Tehran: Sepehr 
Publication, 1349 [1970/71], 5-26. 
29 Al-e Ahmad, “Visit and Revisit,” 6. 
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disrupted by the narrator, who was completely unimpressed by these haughty men and criticized, 

the intellectuals and parliamentarian alike: “Mr. Ta [ط…], the parliamentarian, was talking about 

… (honestly I don’t know what because I was shelling pistachios and could not hear) anyway 

[whatever it was] he eventually got into politics.”30 Here, on the one hand, the narrator adopted 

the same tools as macho patriarchal frameworks, where instead of listening to the speaker and 

critiquing the substance of the conversation, he found the speaker to be less significant than the 

narrator’s act of shelling pistachios. On the other hand, it must be highlighted that this was the 

less powerful narrator rebelling and criticizing the air of authority, so the fact that he was 

adopting the same patriarchal tools cannot be judged in the same manner as if someone in a 

position of power was using these tools. Through this conversation between three powerful men, 

parliamentarian, an editor of a newspaper, and a rich merchant, Al-e Ahmad was challenging the 

legitimacy of the Pahlavi government by exposing favoritism and corruption. The 

parliamentarian sympathetic to the government felt that “[the government] operates ‘chacun 

pour soi’31 and shows no ‘authority,’ and who can blame them because everyone is just a ‘critic’ 

and has no ‘positivity.’” 32 In the text of the story, the italicized French and English phrases were 

used throughout the conversation, which is in Persian. Here Al-e Ahmad revealed his disdain for 

those individuals, elite or trying to be seen as elite, who similar to the story’s parliamentarian 

used these italicized French and English phrases to demonstrate his superior position as a 

western-educated individual. The newspaper editor found “the government illegitimate because 

they silence the press which he believed to be one of the pillars of democracy.” The merchant, 

who distinguished himself from the bazaaris (the less “elite” more “traditional” merchant class), 
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31 Al-e Ahmad, “Visit and Revisit,” 7. 
32 Al-e Ahmad, “Visit and Revisit,” 7-8. 
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scoffed at the newspaper editor for being against the government because it had closed “the one 

newspaper which did nothing but curse from morning till night.”33 Then the newspaper editor 

retorted that the merchant was defending the government “since the government had released his 

seized merchandize.” 34 As Al-e Ahmad’s stories were closely related to his society, the 

exchange was likely reflective of subjective views of actual men in power who were not 

interested in reforming their Iranian society, but essentially engaging in power struggles and 

solely interested in rising as the righteous, more powerful man. The era’s hierarchy of 

masculinity was also revealed in relation to Iran’s socio-cultural frameworks. In this case, the 

upper-class merchant distinguished himself from the bazari merchants who, despite their 

economic wealth, came from more traditional and religious communities and were not on top of 

the hierarchy of successful masculinity in the context of the Pahlavi regime’s “modern” 

hegemonic masculinity. Al-e Ahmad’s narrator finally claimed his spaces against this group of 

haughty men by announcing his “escape” from this group of “sofa-users,” “meubles-neshin ha.” 

35 By using the term meuble-neshin, Al-e Ahmad was referring to yet another hierarchical 

division between the Pahlavi era’s “modern,” usually upper-middle or upper classness, who had 

abandoned the tradition of sitting on the floor for European furniture, including ornate French 

sofas. The French term meubles was used to refer to sofas, something that during the Iran of the 

1940s must have been common only in elite households. These sofas were tokens of the division 

between the impoverished masses who were often viewed as traditional and the wealthy, 

powerful elite, a division that may have been felt by Al-e Ahmad himself.  
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In the context of state patriarchy as well, Al-e Ahmad’s stories highlighted female 

characters and their daily acts of wisdom and resistance. In “Visit and Revisit,” the narrator’s 

attitude completely changed when he “fled” the exalted poet’s home and went to visit a “lower 

class/illiterate” household of a devout elderly woman. In this household, although the narrator 

was still out of place, he did not have the same disdain for the elderly woman, Nan-joon. Even 

Al-e Ahmad’s use of the term Nan-joon was a clear departure from the “ornate French sofa- 

sitting crowd.” Nan, short for naneh, an old Persian word, stood in contrast to the households 

that had more readily embraced modernization, where children no longer referred to their 

mothers as naneh but as the French word- maman or the formal Persian word- mādar. The 

narrator certainly trusted and respected Nan-joon, who could easily have been Al-e Ahmad’s 

own mother, more than the powerful men in the poet’s gathering. Furthermore, in contrast to the 

elites who were too busy defending their own welfare, it was Nan-joon, who without having the 

same access to power, education or technology held the humane position about the injustices of 

WWII, the war that ended in the same year that this story was published. About WWII she 

lamented: "My heart truly burns for the mothers of those young people….after all they are God’s 

children too, so what if they are infidels…I hear that they [the Allies and the Axis power] have 

run out of young people and now they are sending old people to war, do they not know anything 

about God?”36 Similar to other Al-e Ahmad stories, here too, it was a woman from a 

marginalized space who was able to go beyond her own socio-cultural limitations, cut through 

politics, and draw the reader’s attention to one of the key components of challenging the 

patriarchy; exercising empathy and refusing to engage in violence which most of all impacted 

women, children, especially in lower socio-economic classes. 
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In addition, this particular story highlighted the plight but also the survival of women 

especially in marginalized spaces. At the end of the story, after visiting a variety of people, when 

the narrator got on the bus, he noticed a woman who got on the bus after him. “She climbed the 

bus, sat in the front seat and adjusted her “big belly.”37 The male narrator noticed every detail 

about this woman from her “old clothes underneath her see-through chador” to her “hanging 

double chin and puffy eyes.”38 It should be noted that when it came to women, Al-e Ahmad’s 

gaze often included their sensuousness and sexuality, be it in a positive or negative light. Here, it 

also cannot be ignored that the woman’s sensuousness, albeit tired and old, was brought into the 

story perhaps to evoke the readers’ tenderness and sympathy. It is true that Al-e Ahmad failed to 

provide an empowering, complicated image of the woman. However, he attempted to present a 

sympathetic tender image of this woman, who he described as “appearing used up and sad, with 

un-plucked eyebrows and a heavy body [that made] her appear older than she [was].” 39 The 

reader had an intimate view of the woman, “her elbow is leaning against the driver’s seat and her 

hair has poured over the driver’s shoulders.” As the “puffy-eyed woman ‘s” gaze followed some 

children and young girls coming up in the bus, the narrator wondered about her inner thoughts. 

But first, the narrator noticed that in contrast to the older woman, one of the girls was a “young 

girl of marriageable age,” Dokhtar-e dam-e bakht, with “budding breasts” that were showing 

from underneath her Nowruz clothes.40 In part, the juxtaposition of the “perky-breasted young 

woman” with the “used up aging woman” was reflective of society’s narrow perceptions of 

women which have continued to prevail even today, almost seventy-five years after the 

publication of this story. Nevertheless, in his own paternalistic way, the narrator wanted to 
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humanize this older woman, “maybe [the used-up woman] too had some children who had died 

or maybe she is remembering that instead of these withered hanging boobs, she too used to have 

hard, perky breasts, or maybe she is thinking about her husband who had divorced her or many 

other things that I cannot even comprehend.”41 The narrator, at least on the surface, admitted that 

he could comprehend the old woman’s situation, reinforcing empathy and not claiming that he 

understood her feelings. “I saw her tired gaze and understood that at the bottom of her exhausted 

eyes lay an ocean of heartbreak, sadness, longing and unfulfilled wishes…”42 Although the 

narrator’s gaze was that of a benevolent patriarch pitying this “used-up” woman, he also 

presented to the readers of 1940s Iran a woman who was at least worthy of the readers’ curiosity 

and attention. At the end of the story, the narrator dared the reader to see this woman not as a 

fragment but as a whole, sexual, sensual, and tired human being who was full of wishes however 

unfulfilled. The story ended when the assistant driver asked the driver about the woman’s 

identity. The driver responded: “Huh! How did you not recognize her? That was Flabby Parvin, 

Zari’s boss lady, Parvin Sholi, khanoom rayis Zari. 43 The term “boss lady,” khanoom rayis, is 

equivalent to a madam or a female pimp.44 It must be highlighted that Al-e Ahmad, wrote this 

story in 1945, at a time that Iran was still a conservative traditional society where sex and 

sexuality, and especially sex workers, were most likely taboo subjects which were never 

permitted to be discussed in “proper” public spaces or “respectful” publications. The ending of 

“Visit and Re-visit” not only brought the taboo subject of sex workers into public light, but it 

also left the reader wondering about the humanity of sex workers including the female pimp, 
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43 Al-e Ahmad, “Visit and Revisit,” 25. 
44 Vajeyyab-e Dehkhoda Khanom Ra’is سیئر مناخ 
http://www.vajehyab.com/dehkhoda/%D8%AE%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%85+%D8%B1%D8%A6%DB%8C%D8%
B3 



167 
 

who was stereotypically seen as the more powerful exploiter of women. The narrator also left the 

reader wondering about Zari and whether she was the bus driver’s acquaintance or the 

“prostitute” that he regularly visited. The story, despite all of its limitations in the presentation of 

Parvin, the “boss lady,” revealed society’s disparities between the bare survival of impoverished 

women and the extravagant excesses of the houses of privilege that the narrator visited in the 

beginning of the story. For the privileged readers of his era, in “Visit and Re-Visit” Al-e Ahmad 

raised several topics, from the trendiness of “modern” intellectual circles to women’s 

burdensome lives and sexuality. Especially as it pertained to sexuality, Al-e Ahmad’s work 

continued to publicly shed light on the significance and centrality of this framework.  

` In 1953, seven years after writing “Visit and Re-Visit,” Al-e Ahmad’s story, “Khanom-e 

Nezhatodoleh, Lady Nezhatodolleh,” 45 focused on a woman from Iran’s high society. 

Juxtaposed with the female characters mentioned previously, the story revealed that although 

women’s struggles may not have been the same, nevertheless they were linked. In other words, 

although it should not be assumed that women across class lines had the same struggles, related 

issues of sexuality and women’s subordination did emerge across class lines. This was the story 

of an upper-class woman, “Lady Nezhatodolleh,” who despite her money and status was 

uneducated and existed in a subordinate position in relation to her male relatives. Throughout the 

story, perhaps in part in search of power, “Lady Nezhatodolleh” made every effort to find her 

ideal husband. She had had “three husbands, had given birth six times, married off two 

daughters, and was a grandmother. She believed that “one’s age was in one’s own hand and was 

searching for her ideal husband.”46 Al-e Ahmad had likely developed Nahzatodolleh’s character 
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based on the characteristics of many upper-class women in his era and in what he perceived as a 

negative light. Nezhatodolleh was a woman pre-occupied with the trendy topics of her class, tied 

to the values of the modernization project of the era and connected to the state apparatus through 

her male. However, in describing Nezhatodolleh, Al-e Ahmad inadvertently also reinforced the 

practice of romantic love marriages, as opposed to the pre-modern emphasis on the contractual 

nature of marriage. Regardless of Al-e Ahmad’s own views, Nezhatodolleh’s search for love and 

her being “proud of her love marriages” provoked questions about the need for love and 

sexuality, again issues that should have been worthy of scrutiny at the time of the book’s 

publication in 1950s Pahlavi era Iran. Al-e Ahmad’s presentation of this upper-class “lady” was 

perplexing because, despite his dislike for such upper-class women, whom he viewed as 

superficial, he painted quite a complicated image of Nehzhat. Not only did Lady Nezhatodolleh 

care about being in a love marriage, but she also demanded respect. She ended her first marriage 

because one night after “they were done in bed, Nezhatodolleh asked her husband, Mansour, 

whether he was gratified.” Nezhatodolleh was appalled when her husband “without any shame 

said that even doing it in the toilet is gratifying.”47 Nezhatodolleh decided to leave that very 

night and, against her father’s wishes, chose not to take the children with her. In other words, by 

leaving she challenged male authority, rejected motherhood as being the ultimate role and broke 

the taboo of divorce. Even after being a divorcee, Nezhatodolleh continued to insist on being 

treated with dignity and respect. Even though the second husband, a blue-eyed tall army officer, 

was her “ideal husband,” she left him as well, because he was a polygynist.48 Nezhatodolleh’s 

third marriage was to a tribal leader who happened to have a tall, blonde, blue-eyed sister. 

Nezhatodolleh sacrificed much of her wealth and status to be with this husband, who was kind 
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and treated her like a princess.49 By the end of the story, after many mishaps and clues, it turned 

out that the tribal leader’s sister was actually his wife and they were deceiving Nezhatodolleh to 

steal her wealth and use her status to further the tribal leaders’ political power.50 Al-e Ahmad 

may have drawn out this entire story to demonstrate the gullibility and wastefulness of this 

upper-class woman. However, read against the grain, it was also powerful how in a space where 

divorce was a taboo subject, despite her previous divorces, Nezhatodolleh was not ashamed to 

once again divorce her husband. The story ended with Nezhatodolleh still tending to her 

appearance and looking for a husband, although now she had discovered that the reason “she 

could not find a husband is due to an issue with her nose.” 51  

Given Al-e Ahmad’s dislike of the upper class, especially those engaged in what he 

deemed as superficial acts, it was likely that he wrote this story to show the “unprincipled, 

frivolous” lives of upper-class women. This might have been Al-e Ahmad’s way of pointing a 

finger at what he perceived as upper-class women’s “meaningless” insistences over things such 

as outward appearances, fashion and “perfect” husbands. But, regardless of the story’s mocking 

tone, the story also highlighted two key points: first, the reality that Lady Nezhatodolleh, despite 

her privileges, existed in a subordinate position in relation to her male counterparts and in the 

larger society. Second, it laid out a story that highlighted a woman’s insistence on finding love, 

pleasure and sexuality, issues that were repressed and/or manipulated in the patriarchal 

frameworks of 1940s-50s Iran.  

Although not recognized at the time of its publication, the story titled Modir-e Madreseh, 

The School Principal, (1958) also highlighted various sexual issues. In particular, it narrativized 
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the formation of heteronormative sexuality, the characteristics of desired masculinity and the 

problems that arose from sexual expressions, “deviant” or otherwise. This story was based on Al-

e Ahmad’s experiences as a school principal; it included his reflection on educational spaces 

which were reflective of society at large.52 In the School Principal, Al-e Ahmad depicted a 

marginalized hyper-masculine school, with hardships that stemmed from economic poverty and 

disparity to social conservatism and sexual repression. The intertwined stories of the teachers, 

the students, and the community demonstrated a hierarchy of masculinity that persisted even in 

the supposedly enlightened educational spaces. Al-e Ahmad’s brazen descriptions of the teachers 

and students gave the reader an idea about the hierarchical expressions of normative 

masculinities in the school which logically would extend into the larger society:  

the fourth-grade teacher was really big, twice as big as a proper man. He was the first 
thing that you noticed in the teacher’s lounge. The kind of person that if you saw him in 
the street, you would think he was a CEO…that body was too much for a primary school. 
[In contrast] the first-grade teacher was a dark and skinny bean pole with a shaved head, 
stubbles, and no tie…something like a servant with only enough courage to teach in the 
first grade and even then, only to the extent of teaching the ABCs. The second-grade 
teacher was short, pudgy and cross-eyed like a clown…[or]like the school custodian- a 
villager, unshaved, with a short stature. 53  

 

Just from the adjectives used in this description, the reader got a sense of the hierarchy of the 

Pahlavi era’s normative masculinity. Consistent with the masculine hierarchization of the era, 

tall, large, cleanshaven men, those who appeared brave and assertive, were viewed as having the 

kind of masculinity that was worthy of “respectability” and capable of obtaining positions that 

were high on the hierarchy of masculinity such as being a CEO, which was both economically 
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and politically significant. In contrast, being dark, skinny, and rural were characteristics of a 

lesser masculinity.  

The hierarchy of masculinity was also intertwined with an expectation of recognition of 

authority that should be maintained above all else. Al-e Ahmad’s description of his first day as a 

principal awaiting the arrival of the teachers painted this expectation as full of anxiety, fragile 

and yet so powerful. In order to “catch” the tardy teachers, the principal began walking in front 

of school, at an angle visible to the street that ended up in front of the school. He reasoned with 

himself, “they will see me from every direction, and they will have to deal with their 

embarrassment and never again will they arrive late.”54 Al-e Ahmad in all of his harshness often 

revealed the doubtfulness and the vulnerability of “tough” masculinity. Here too, he reflected 

about the teachers’ extenuating circumstances and whether “it was really fair to be this strict 

from the very beginning?”55 However when the principal spotted a teacher who despite his 

presence was walking slowly, he became nervous about losing his authority:  

Surely, he [the tardy teacher] could see me but he was walking much slower than a tardy 
teacher in front of his principal. Once closer, I could even hear him whistling…he was 
going so slow that I knew there was no space for leniency…he was not even 
acknowledging me. I was losing my temper when suddenly I noticed a change in his 
behavior. He got himself together, sped up his steps, buttoned up his coat and locked his 
gaze with mine. Thank God that it worked out, otherwise God knows what would have 
happened. 56  

 
It was the principal’s inner thoughts that revealed the fragility of macho masculinity. The 

principal had the recognition that he had to appear tough, unforgiving and harsh to be taken 

seriously and respected as a principal. Yet at the same time, this was neither preferable, nor 

“innately masculine” and the principal was relieved when he did not have to be harsh with the 
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teacher. He was able to be lenient, because the teacher, upon seeing him became nervous and 

behaved from a subordinate position of fear toward authority. In other words, the principal 

allowed temporary disobedience, as long as he was assured that his authority was not challenged, 

and that subordination could be maintained.  

 In addition to reflecting the fragility of hegemonic masculinity, other incidents in  

school, reflective of larger society, also revealed the contradictions of maintaining patriarchal 

authority. In this case the assigned hierarchical patriarchal authority figures, namely the 

principal, vice-principal, and teachers, were expected to protect the children but also maintain 

order even if by violence. In one scene, the vice-principal was punishing the children by striking 

the palm of their hands with a tree branch. The children “were begging and crying but still 

continued to bring forward their hands [as if] they had gotten used to [this order of things] …” 57 

except for one who kept pulling away his hand with such mastery that [the principal/narrator] 

loved it. The narrator went on: “one of the children [being punished] was so small that most 

likely the tree branch was landing on his wrists or the tip of his fingers…and I know how awful 

that can be.” 58 Upon witnessing this scene, the principal was so angry that he almost charged 

toward the vice-principal to physically strike him. The school authorities, who were expected to 

protect the children, did so as long as there was absolute obedience. In case of any 

insubordination, the authorities would resort to violence themselves, thus rendering any sense of 

protection meaningless. Ironically, despite his rage toward the vice-principal’s physical violence, 

the principal was also inclined to reproduce the same violence toward the vice-principal, albeit to 

maintain “justice.” Such attitudes reinforced the patriarchal framework of “justified” offensive 

violence. At the end, it was also for the sake of maintaining authority and control that the 
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principal decided not to inflict physical violence upon the vice-principal. He reflected that if he 

“beat the vice-principal in front of the entire school” then he would lose face in front of the 

students and would no longer be able to control the students.59 In other words, the patriarchal 

figure was in charge of inflicting or withholding violence with the ultimate goal of preserving 

power and control. However, despite his powerful position, the story was also reflective of the 

cracks that were present in the era’s patriarchal systems.  

The story, written in 1958, only five years after the 1953 coup which landed Al-e Ahmad 

in prison, was consistent with both the crackdown in Iran’s society and the global leftist 

revolutionary fervor that would slowly build up in the 1960s and 70s. Thus, it was no surprise 

that the story demonstrated a strange contradictory state of the patriarchal framework, which was 

both tough and carried the possibility of disruption any time that the actors questioned its 

legitimacy. In this case, Al-e Ahmad demonstrated this possibility by revealing the principal’s 

contradictory relationship with authoritative control. The principal expected control but not blind 

obedience and fearfulness. In a passage describing an exam session, the principal criticized the 

result of instilling fear in students:  

These future men, in these exams and classes will experience so much terror that when 
they receive their diplomas or bachelor’s degrees, they will have turned into new human 
beings full of terror, anxiety and fear…a diploma or a bachelor’s degree means that for 
12 or 15 years, the owner of this piece of paper has been under the pressure of fear, the 
power that has moved him is fear, fear, and nothing but fear.60 

 
The principal, giving voice to Al-e Ahmad’s rhetoric, questioned fear, which was one of the key 

components of maintaining dominant-subordinate relationships. The passages also implied that 

the principal encouraged meaningful dissent and critical thinking when he suggested that fear 

should not be the catalyst for tomorrow’s men and women. He even approved of the 
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rebelliousness of the underdog as reflected by how he “love[d]” the act of the student pulling 

away his hands from the vice-principal’s strikes. Finally, Al-e Ahmad himself engaged in dissent 

by once again including taboo subjects in the story. 

Despite the conservatism of the school system, the principal, who saw himself as a 

“modern,” somewhat “progressive” intellectual rejected the rigidity of his religio-cultural reality. 

Although within the bounds of local patriarchy, the principal still created the possibility of 

however temporarily rupturing the rigidity and silence around sexuality by showing tolerance 

toward some issues of sexuality. Once, a parent came in to complain about the nude photos that 

his son had obtained in school. After some commotion, the principal learned that the fifth-grade 

teacher had tasked one of his students to glue some nude pictures on wooden panels. Despite the 

sexual nature of the situation and the teacher’s inappropriate demand, the principal was quite 

tolerant with the student, the teacher and the father. He promised the father to take care of the 

situation. He brought in the student, comforted and assured him that he was not at fault. Finally, 

he brought in the teacher, who was screaming and defensive; first, the principal validated the 

teacher’s feelings of loneliness and advised him to use some of the “services in the red 

districts.”61 He also secured some funding for the teacher to get married and “rid himself of these 

sexual needs.”62 Clearly, the principal’s attitude reinforced the state patriarchy in the sense of 

promoting heterosexual monogamy within the state-sanctioned framework of marriage. He also 

perpetuated the exploitation of women in the red district. But his tolerance and relative openness 

toward sexuality created the possibility of rupture by treating nudity, open sexual expression and 

sexual desire as somewhat acceptable and worthy of attention. However, such tolerance and 

“progressivism” did not extend to all forms of sexual expression.  
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In fact, reflective of late 1950s Iranian society, whatever tolerance existed was only 

allotted to heterosexual expressions, reserving the harshest reactions for the “deviance” of 

homosexuality. Al-e Ahmad dedicated the entire final chapter to explain the incident that led to 

the principal’s and (in reality Al-e Ahmad’s) resignation from the position of school principal. A 

complaint was brought by a father about an alleged homosexual act done to his son. Before 

explaining the situation, the father burst out: “If I were the principal, I would kill myself. You 

ought to be ashamed of yourself, you should resign. My honor is stained, our family’s 

honor…!”63 This initial statement reflected the collective responsibility of upholding “honor,” 

which essentially led back to the “honor” of the local heteronormative patriarchal order. In other 

words, any deviance from normative sexuality was an affront to the patriarchal order of the time 

and thus threatening to its power. When the principal, who was equally as aggressive, demanded 

an explanation, the father responsible for the “fragile” “delicateness” of his wife’s and child’s 

“innocent honor,” sent them out of the room to spare them from the severity of what he was 

about to divulge to the principal. While the two men, the principal and the father, were 

screaming at each other, the mother and child had explained the incident to the vice-principal. 

This scene was representative of situations in society: while the patriarchal figureheads were 

engaged in a power struggle, those most impacted by the patriarchy were doing the groundwork. 

It turned out that this was an “incident of homosexuality” that had allegedly occurred between 

two primary school boys. The exact act itself or whether it was consensual was never revealed to 

the reader, which implied that the act/incident was thought to be horrendous regardless of the 

consensuality of the situation. In response to the father’s accusations, the principal pulled out the 

fa’el, literally the “doer or actor” of the homosexual act or the top, from his fifth grade 
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classroom, dragged him in front of the entire student body who had been called to assembly, and 

proceeded to punch, kick, and beat him until “the vice-principal dragged the student’s half dead 

body away from the principal.”64 The fact that the boy was only in fifth grade did not matter; 

what mattered the most was that his alleged action as the fa’el threatened the binary of 

heterosexual normativity which had imposed narrow masculine and feminine gender practices on 

Iran’s newly “modernized” society. But even when reinforcing the expectation of the era’s 

hegemonic masculinity, Al-e Ahmad’s reflective style exposed the wrongfulness of this rigid 

patriarchy and the possibility of change. Left alone with his own thoughts, the principal became 

angry at being affected by the “dishonored” student’s father:  

Why did you make me this way, a rabid dog attacking a child? why didn’t I let the vice 
principal mediate like usual? How is it my business to protect another person’s honor? 
I’m not the protector of their genitals!” Springtime and their piss all frothy, he probably 
can’t even play with her female cousin. Probably in his family 10 12-year-old girls have 
to cover up around boys. Idiot, what did you use violence as a solution? why did you hit 
him like that? 65  

 
The passage revealed several common issues in the patriarchal framework. The principal, similar 

to many other abusive individuals, held the other person responsible for his outburst. It was the 

child’s father who “made” the principal so angry that he lost his temper, an excuse that continues 

to be used today in situations of domestic violence.66 Furthermore, the passage demonstrated that 

the allegation of homosexuality was so unacceptable that, contrary to the previous sexual 

incident, the principal could not even contemplate the possibility of showing any tolerance 

toward the “doer.” Regardless of the age of these children, the principal lost his temper and 

resorted to violence-one of the most common tools of the patriarchy. The narrator’s inner 
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thoughts about the boy’s lack of access to girls also reinforced the prevalent false assumption 

that homosexuality occurred solely due to lack of access to heterosexual relations.67 At the end, 

the principal, who was the narrator, implicated himself by explaining that the family of the 

beaten child complained to the court, although nothing came of it since the principal/(Al-e 

Ahmad) had friends and connections in the court system who “took care of the situation.”68 In 

addition to revealing a series of issues around gender and sexuality, including and not limited to 

the legitimacy of sexual expressions, the story potentially implicated Al-e Ahmad himself. In his 

letters to Daneshvar, Al-e Ahmad spoke of beating a young student69 and later he wrote about it 

in his autobiographical piece Headstone.70 If the principal was in fact based on Al-e Ahmad, then 

he implicated himself by revealing his own role in the incident; at the end, neither the principal 

in the story, nor Al-e Ahmad was held accountable for this situation.  

 

Conclusion 

In this time period (1945-1958), Al-e Ahmad’s short stories including The School 

Principal were not highly celebrated in the context of literary or social criticism; perhaps in part 

because Al-e Ahmad was not yet a fully renowned writer, but also because many like Ebrahim 

Golestan did not recognize him as their equal. In a letter to Daneshvar, Al-e Ahmad revealed 

how hurt he was when Manouchehr Bozorgmehr, an established translator and writer, felt 

entitled enough to belittle Al-e Ahmad by openly admitting that he had not read any of Al-e 

Ahmad’s work except the collection of short stories titled Zan-e Ziyadi, Superfluous Woman. 
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Even then, Bozorgmehr admitted that he had only read that series because Parviz Khanlary, the 

infamous politician, writer and scholar had written the preface for that book.71 It is fair to ask 

whether the practice of excavating the ills of society through short stories was even a common 

practice. Such a question deserves its own examination and analysis. Regardless of whether such 

a practice was common or not, Al-e Ahmad’s multiple short stories, which were powerful 

mirrors of Iran’s society, did not trigger any meaningful discussions and at best existed only as 

entertaining stories. Perhaps this lack of attention was one of the reasons that in the next decade 

of his life (1959-1969), Al-e Ahmad abandoned writing short stories and focused on writing 

essays and lay ethnographies.
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CHAPTER 5: RETURN TO AN “AUTHENTIC” SELF: RENEGOTIATION OF 
GENDER PRACTICES AND THE COST OF SILENCE (1959-1969) 

 

 

In the last decade of Al-e Ahmad’s life, Iran continued to be impacted by global and local 

instabilities. For example, in addition to the 1960s global recession, it was also recovering from 

the consequences of the 1953 coup and rapid urbanization.1 In this context, Mohammad Reza 

Shah continued to operate as the ultimate absolute patriarch. The 1953 coup, rightfully or not, 

solidified the perception that the regime was the absolute puppet of the United States and 

“Western” powers. In 1957 the establishment of SAVAK and its rapid expansion further 

alienated the Iranian people from the regime, as they viewed SAVAK to be one of the most 

terrifying agents of the State. This position was further strengthened by the Shah’s court and 

officers, who afraid of his erratic paranoia, made sure to sing the praises of their “great king” and 

viewed him as “bozorg arteshtarana,” the Grand Commander of the Armed Forces and 

“khodaygan,” Godhead. 2 By the end of the 1950s, Mohammad Reza Shah had successfully 

consolidated his royal power through further expansion of the military, establishment of the 

intelligence agency SAVAK and an increased crackdown on dissident voices. It almost seemed 

like he simultaneously wanted to have full authoritarian power and also win over the civil 

society. As such he engaged in contradictory measures and policies which essentially did not 

result in any practical changes: for example, recognizing the danger in ignoring people’s demand 

for democratic representation and a more equitable distribution of wealth, he attempted to 
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establish a two-party system and initiated a land reform project as part of his White Revolution. 

However, his efforts were mostly superficial, self-serving and ineffective. The two-party system 

set up in 1957, which was supposed to be a move toward democratic representation, were in fact 

headed by his trusted childhood friend and a former courtier who “proudly described himself as 

the Shah’s ‘household servant’ chaker.”3 Although the two-party system did not operate to 

represent the masses of Iranian society, at least it was a mechanism to recruit the political elite. 

However, even this elitist political participation seemed to be a threat to the authoritarian king, 

since in 1975 Mohammad Reza Shah abruptly replaced the two-party system with a single party 

aptly named Rastakhiz, Resurrection Party. To further clarify his expectations, he declared that 

those who did not join the party were traitors who were better off leaving the country.4 The land 

reform as well, was less about redistribution of land and more about serving the state. From the 

very beginning, the redistribution was under the control of the Pahlavi Foundation, which was a 

charity foundation as well as a holding company for the Pahlavi family.5 Furthermore, as stated 

in Linda Darling’s book, A History of Social Justice and Political Power in the Middle East, this 

land reform “did not grant equality to the lower classes or raise agricultural productivity. 

[Instead, it] broke the political power of the landowning class; moved investment from land into 

industry, creating an industrial bourgeoisie.” 6 In other words, the land reform shifted the modes 

of power and control in Iran’s society. At the end, the land allocations turned out to be 

insufficient and unrealistic for any profitable operation even by preindustrial standards. Instead, 

they accelerated the migration of rural population to urban spaces, thus creating further 
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instability and a series of social demands. The reforms also destroyed the landlord-peasant 

relationship, which was an avenue of influence with which the shah tightly controlled the 

parliament.7 In short, for the most part the land reform did little to change people’s 

circumstances and instead complicated the Shah’s desire to effectively control every aspect of 

civil society. 

In addition, the Shah gauged and modified his actions in relation to the possibility of 

falling out of grace with the current U.S. government and in support of U.S. cold war policies. 

For example, when faced with John F. Kennedy’s victory, he contemplated relaxing some of his 

repressive measures in part because Kennedy was critical of giving military aid to oppressive 

regimes like that of the Shah.8 It is true that when it came to the control and production of oil, 

Mohammad Reza Shah broke the British monopoly, but the control still remained in the hands of 

American, British and European Seven Sisters oil companies. The oil revenues did bring about 

economic stability to the country but not necessarily to the people’s lives. Instead, most of the 

funding from the oil was allocated to military assistance, industrialization and modernization 

projects which again did not necessarily improve people’s economic struggles in their daily 

lives.9 Overall, regardless of the Shah’s intentions or efforts, a significant number of Iranian 

people were not convinced that he had any democratic intentions. In fact, Mohammad Reza Shah 

appeared as if he was making deals with anyone to preserve his power. He sought out the clerics 

to eradicate the Tudeh party. He also allowed the clerics and in particular Ayatollah Kashani to 

call for the purge of Bahai minorities and went as far as proposing a bill to expropriate all Bahai 

properties and expel them from Iran. But he had to back off under the pressure from Western 
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governments and the Bahai communities worldwide.10 In short, whether well-intentioned or not, 

many of the intellectuals, Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar included, and the mainstream population 

were not convinced that the Pahlavi regime aimed to move toward a more democratically 

representative society. In fact, they spent most of their efforts pushing back at the regime’s 

repressive measures against writers and intellectuals.  

 By this time (1959-1969), Jalal Al-e Ahmad was quite influential both in various 

intellectual circles and among lay people. He had both experienced and abandoned various 

ideologies, including traditional religiosity and leftist parties. He had worked in the field of 

education as a teacher as well as a school principal. In addition, he had been involved with the 

publication of several magazines, books and translations. He was also well known among non-

intellectual groups since he traveled extensively and attempted to contact “ordinary” people. His 

wife, Simin Daneshvar, as well was very accomplished on her own terms. By this time, she had 

translated a number of literary works, taught in Tehran University and had written Savushun, 

which was first published in 1969 and became an iconic novel in contemporary Persian 

literature. In many ways they were the perfect examples of Iranian citizens who had benefited 

from the modernization project of the Pahlavi era. They were both products of the nation’s 

modern educational system and were involved in producing knowledge in these modern 

educational and literary institutions. A key question remained thirty years into the modernization 

project of the Pahlavi era: how had this influential couple re-negotiated their sense of selves in 

the context of hegemonic masculinity which was still deeply intertwined with the Western 

“other,” and how had this self-negotiation contributed to the reinforcement or possible rupture of 

the hegemonic masculinity of the era? In response, the chapter focuses on a selection of Al-e 
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Ahmad’s writings and his relationships with several of his intimate circle, in addition to his wife 

Simin Daneshvar. For those like Al-e Ahmad who prided themselves as unbending and fearless, 

the state and its repressive apparatus became a worthy foe to be defied, ignored and challenged at 

any possible moment. In an internet project titled “A Thousand Stories with Masoud Behnoud,” 

Behnoud retells a memory that very well captures the atmosphere felt by many Iranians and Al-e 

Ahmad’s position in that space:  

In 1966 SAVAK was viewed like an unimaginable monster…their summons would 
arrive on a thin, long piece of paper known to be from nowhere else but SAVAK and 
when it arrived, it was not to be ignored. When I received [the long piece of paper] I 
really became agitated…couldn’t sleep and became sick with fright. On the designated 
morning, with a strange terror I arrived at the [SAVAK] building and was about to go 
inside, when I saw Mr. Al-e Ahmad going in. He said: ‘What are you doing here?’ I said: 
‘They have summoned me.’ Al-e Ahmad said: ‘Why you?’ and I said: ‘I don’t know.’ 
[Al-e Ahmad then accompanied Behnoud inside the building]. Without paying any 
attention to the guard who wanted to first tend to Al-e Ahmad’s summons, we proceeded 
to go upstairs. [While waiting for the interrogator,] Al-e Ahmad would not even sit on the 
provided chairs. He was intentionally disrupting the scene…and just his presence was 
such an unbelievable source of calmness for me …the door opened, and a colonel 
addressed Al-e Ahmad to please go inside. But instead, Al-e Ahmad gestured for me to 
go inside and [came along]. Inside the room, there was one table and two chairs, one for 
the interrogator and another for the defendant. Al-e Ahmad gestured for me to sit down. 
But I would not sit in front of Al-e Ahmad. The interrogator would not sit either. [In 
other words, there were two empty chairs and three men standing] So the interrogator 
was forced to go get another chair from the hallway, this was the first disruption in the 
room. The interrogator referred to Al-e Ahmad as Ostad [Literally master/professor, a 
term used to pay respect to someone who is distinguished in their field] and Al-e Ahmad 
responded by a very lewd curse word. The interrogator became a little red…Al-e Ahmad 
said resolve his [Behnoud] problem first, why is he here. It turned out that a group had 
accused some members of Ferdowsi magazine as being in SAVAK and had signed a 
statement as “the student branch of the Iranian Writers Association.” Behnoud was 
suspected to be one of those students. Eventually, [SAVAK] wanted Al-e Ahmad as one 
of the elders/founders of the Association to release a statement stating that the 
organization did not have a student branch. In response, Al-e Ahmad said: ‘if you want 
me, [as a founder,] to declare a statement of what I don’t have, then I also have to declare 
that I don’t have any honor and I don’t have any respectability because if I did, I would 
not even appear in front of you, qoromsaq (pimp to one’s own wife), attempting to 
answer these questions. The Colonel tried to de-escalate the situation. But Al-e Ahmad 
would not let up and said I can make a statement about what we do have. We have a 
group of intellectuals. We want an end to censorship. We want an end to the crackdown 
on dissent, we want an end to deception. When I declare all of these, then they will know 
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we don’t have a student branch. Al-e Ahmad then pointed to Behnoud and said, and why 
do you have him here? You have probably already aroused suspicion that he is part of 
some wrongdoing, so let him go at once. The colonel kept trying to de-escalate, kept 
referring to Al-e Ahmad as Sir/Master, ostad and Al-e Ahmad would not let up, until 
finally without any interrogations, they let both of us go. 11 

 
Similar to this narrative, in this decade (1959-1969), Al-e Ahmad’s role as a lay intellectual 

complicated the gender hegemony by both reinforcing the expectation of hegemonic masculinity 

but also creating the possibility of challenging the power hierarchy. On one hand, similar to how 

he handled Behnoud’s situation, Al-e Ahmad conducted himself like a benevolent patriarch who 

fiercely protected the targeted young people in the literary and journalistic communities, some of 

whom were Al-e Ahmad’s proteges. He maintained the same abrupt, coarse confrontational style 

in his personal life as well as writings. But it was his transparency and restless insistence on 

confronting what he viewed as superficial power dynamics that also created the possibility of 

rupture in the gendered hierarchy of power. However, rupturing gendered power dynamics is a 

negotiation among the actors and as such could not have happened without the engagement of 

Al-e Ahmad’s intimate circle, both in the way that they responded to him in his personal life and 

in the way that they responded to his writings.  

 

Gender Practice and the Hegemonic Masculinity of Westoxification 

Westoxification was Al-e Ahmad’s manifesto in which he argued the loss of Iranian 

identity to the powerful and yet superficial intrusion of Western culture and Western production 

of material goods. Given the Islamicate make-up of Iranian society, Al-e Ahmad’s infamous 

Westoxification was his desperate attempt to tap into what he thought was a powerful “authentic” 

past. He hoped to extract a new independent Iranian identity which would challenge Iran’s semi-

                                                             
11 Jalal and SAVAK, Jalal o SAVAK A Thousand Stories with Masoud Behnoud, Hezar Dastan ba Masoud 
Behnoud, accessed March 12, 2020.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bYgV8oV1tgs  
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colonial realities. In Westoxification, Al-e Ahmad alerted the “West-struck” Iranians of the 

dangers of the “Western plague” and offered them a compelling but implausible solution. The 

solution was for Iranians to resist the West by returning to their traditional roots, while remaining 

committed actors in the context of modernization and industrialization. Al-e Ahmad did not 

explain how the ethnically and religiously diverse Iranians could revert back to one “authentic 

past.” Regardless, his call for Iranians to “catch up” on the modes of production demonstrated 

that he was calling for all Iranian citizens to embrace the resources of modernization, especially 

as it pertained to industrialization. Furthermore, the tone of the text, his critique of superficiality 

as opposed to “genuine” liberation, reflected his commitment to democracy and civil liberties. 

Yet, despite his call for progress, he also wanted Iranians to regain their “authenticity” through 

“their traditional Perso-Islamic” past, in other words, a contradictory framework that at best 

disguised the old religious patriarchy in “modern” clothing, thus guaranteeing the longevity of 

the local patriarchal framework. Al-e Ahmad wrote Westoxification through the broader lens of 

combating colonialism and imperialism. Consistent with these key topics in Westoxification, the 

available scholarship has engaged with the impact of Westoxification in the context of Islamic 

identity and political Islam as well as its impact the context of political science.12 Fewer scholars 

have grappled with the gendered construction of the text. In fact, although Al-e Ahmad did not 

intend to directly focus on gender as a topic, gender was still central to the structure and 

substance of what would later become an iconic piece. 

                                                             
12 The following are a few examples of the scholarship that engages with Westoxification in the contexts of Islam 
and political science. Ameer, Ali, “From Islamophobia to Westophobia: A long Road to Radical Islamism,” Journal 
of Asian Security and International Affairs 3, no.1 (2016):1-19; Shirin Deylami, “In the Face of the Machine: 
Westoxification, Cultural Globalization, and the Making of an Alternative Modernity,” Polity 43, no.2 (April 2011): 
242-63; Majid BazrAfkan and Mehdi Javedani-Moqadam, “Bazyabi-ye Hoviyat-e Eslami dar Khavar-e Miyaneh: 
Gozar az Gharbzadegi, Nasionalism Arabi, Salafiyat va Bazgasht beh Khishtan,” [The Retrieval of Islamic Identity 
in the Middle East: A Glance at Westoxificaiton, Arab Nationalism, Salafism, and Return to One’s Self] RahAvard-e 
Siasi 32 (Summer 1390/2011):3-34; Homa Omid, “Theocracy or Democracy: The Critics of Westoxification and the 
Politics of Fundamentalism in Iran,” Third World Quarterly 13, no. 4 (1992):675-90. 
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In Westoxification, Al-e Ahmad articulated both the “problem and the solution” along 

highly gendered guidelines which were supposed to aid Iranians in their journey toward their 

“authentic self.” He assigned specific “West-struck” behaviors to men versus women and then 

proceeded to give advice about how to correct these behaviors. In large part he associated “West-

strucked”-ness with superficiality and irresponsible sexuality, all of which were connected to 

urbanization and industrialization. He complained that “the first thing urbanization does is to get 

you to tend to your belly and your under belly and in order to succeed at [satisfying your under 

belly], you will have to tend to your appearance.”13 Here Al-e Ahmad reduced Iranians almost to 

caricatures who were only interested in eating and having sex. In this articulation, he also 

reinforced the binary “in/appropriate” all of which was defined by the patriarchy.  

In addition, to “loose” sexuality, he associated the concept of Westoxification with the 

inadequacies of women’s rights achievement during the Pahlavi era. “One of the mandatory 

requirements of Westoxification is to grant liberty to women. Most likely we wanted to increase 

the country’s labor force by 50%...” 14 Here Al-e Ahmad was referring to how the regime 

probably did not care about women’s rights but granted them to benefit itself, since granting 

rights to women was a trendy move that allowed the regime to appear as a democratic “modern” 

nation while at the same time it increased the country’s labor force. On the one hand, his 

statements were incomplete, since women’s rights activists had fought hard for the right to work 

to be recognized. Furthermore, however superficial, women’s right to work was a positive step 

toward more civil liberties and economic security for women. However, his remarks were also in 

part fair observations, since despite such measures, women continued to be second-rate citizens 

in society:  

                                                             
13 Al-e Ahmad, Westoxification, 95-96.  
14 Al-e Ahmad, Westoxification, 101. 
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We just settled for forcing the veil off their heads and opening a handful of schools for 
them and then what? Nothing. That’s enough for them. Women can neither be judges nor 
testify in court. Voting and being a parliamentarian has been a disaster for quite a 
while… and divorce is still a male prerogative. 15  
 

Al-e Ahmad was correct in pointing out that despite the progress during the Pahlavi era, for the 

most part women continued to exist as second-class citizens in 1960s Iran. Although he did not 

have the language to articulate the legalistic scope of it, he also was correct in highlighting that 

forced removal of women’s veils was a violation of women’s body.  

However, he falsely associated gender equality solely with the West, thus rendering 

Iranians the obscure side of the “Other.” In this context, he may have been referring to how 

gender equality in the framework of modernization had begun earlier in the West, but he also 

failed to articulate that, just by common sense, the concept of equality could not be limited to 

only a Western value but was a humanitarian value common to all human beings. Furthermore, 

by linking women’s rights to Western values, he condemned Iranian-ness to an “alternative” 

state which years later the Islamic Republic characterized as “Islamic human rights.” In fact, 

when speaking of women existing as second-class citizens, he failed to acknowledge that such 

was the case in the global context where, although not always in the same manner, women in 

various countries, western or not, were existing as second-class citizens in their own respective 

patriarchal societies. Finally, Al-e Ahmad seemingly did not recognize that obtaining gender 

equality was a long-term process and yet unintentionally he acknowledged some of the progress 

made during the Pahlavi era. In his complaint, he highlighted that at least some schools had 

opened for girls, women had gained the right to employment, women such as Daneshvar, 

Farrokhzad and others in Al-e Ahmad’s own circle were able to make great contributions and 

                                                             
15 Al-e Ahmad, Westoxification, 102. 
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move in public spaces without the burden of mandatory veiling and at least on paper, women had 

made progress within the family laws and gained some rights, including the right to vote. He did 

not recognize that mandatory veiling or unveiling were similar patriarchal tools in which 

hegemonic masculinity regulated women’s bodies and sexuality.  

His solutions contained the same paternalistic tone, especially as they pertained to 

women. Instead of calling for the inclusion of a diversity of women’s voices in finding solutions 

to the problems that he had identified, Al-e Ahmad reinforced the inherent dominant/subordinate 

relationship of hegemonic masculinity by speaking as though he were a “harsh but benevolent 

patriarch” who had people’s and especially women’s best interest at heart. He focused on both 

men and women but again, women were held to a higher standard and had to be held more 

accountable in relation to their gendered subjectivity and sexual “piety.” As a continuation of 

what Al-e Ahmad diagnosed as the hypocrisy of women’s rights in the Pahlavi era, he wrote:  

…we only permitted woman to be a poser in society…Just pretending. Showing off. We 
forced woman who is the protector of tradition, family, generations and blood to be 
promiscuous. We brought her into the street and forced her to show off and become a 
derelict…just to tend to her appearance, keep up with the current fashion and gallivant. 
No work nor duty nor social responsibility nor character. None! 16  
 
Here he ignored the tremendous progress that women, including his own wife, had 

achieved and instead condemned women to a binary of “promiscuous” vs. “pious.” In Al-e 

Ahmad’s limited analysis, there were two kinds of women, those who tended to their appearance 

and those who tended to their minds. Furthermore, Al-e Ahmad’s focus on women showing off 

was not to be separated from women’s sexual expression. In other words, by complaining about 

women showing off, he also reinforced a puritanical code of women appearing “modest” and 

“honorable” in their outward appearance.  

                                                             
16 Al-e Ahmad, Westoxification, 102. 
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Despite his criticism of “flashy women,” he did not seem to have the same expectations 

of Daneshvar. In several letters, he encouraged Daneshvar to buy herself “beautiful clothes” and 

tend to her appearance and put on makeup. While in Europe, Al-e Ahmad went to great trouble 

to try to buy a mink coat for Daneshvar. At the end, he decided against buying a mink coat not 

because he thought it was an act of “west-strucked”-ness but because it was too expensive and 

too warm for Tehran and a suede coat would be better.17 As it appears, either Al-e Ahmad did 

not recognize the extent of his own hypocrisy or Daneshvar was allowed certain privileges as an 

exceptional case. The core point of the above passage was that women of all ages regardless of 

political and social leaning were supposed to conduct themselves according to Al-e Ahmad’s 

definition of “responsible” and “proper.” The presumption was that if women appeared outside 

of this framework of “propriety,” then they were “promiscuous” and “unladylike.” Although he 

did not elaborate on the boundaries of promiscuity, this term was still connected to sexuality, and 

Al-e Ahmad’s reference to such a framework reinforced the false narrative that sexual expression 

outside of a framework of prudish monogamous norms was promiscuous and wrong. Instead of 

confronting the dangerous and at times deadly consequences of concepts such as “honor,” 

“chastity,” and “piety,” Al-e Ahmad once again sentenced women to be bound to the lofty 

pedestal of being the keepers of “honor,” “family” “future generations” and so on. Juxtaposing 

this with his call for returning to Islamic traditions, it is reasonable to assume that he expected 

women to be “pious, honorable, and sexually chaste.” Finally, in the above passage, Al-e Ahmad 

evoked the pronoun “We,” which meant that he included himself in the position of that 

masculine power which “permit[ed]” “forc[ed]” and “[brought]” women into these “unholy” 

places of “superficiality and promiscuity.” Unlike the past decade of his writings and attempts at 

                                                             
17 Al-e Ahmad to Daneshvar, January 26, 1963, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:200. 
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advocating gender equality, Al-e Ahmad’s position in Westoxification was a convoluted shift to a 

position where women had made some progress but were described by Al-e Ahmad as if they 

had been completely absent and incapable of building their own paths in Iran’s society.  

After putting “West-struck” women in their place, Al-e Ahmad focused on “West-struck” 

men. “The West-struck man is a dandy, gherti. He is effeminate. He pays excessive attention to 

his appearance and even plucks his eyebrows, he cares quite a bit about his shoes, clothes and 

house. As if he just stepped out of wrapping paper or the latest fashion magazine”18 In 

Westoxification, Al-e Ahmad was targeting men who, in his mind, were linked to the Pahlavi 

era’s expectations of masculinity. In this position, Al-e Ahmad reinforced a narrow and linear 

definition of masculinity which stood in contradiction to and dominance over the idea of 

femininity. While “West-struck” women were criticized for their “loose” “gawdy” behavior, 

“West-struck” men were criticized for being effeminate. In other words, the worst thing for a 

“proper” man was to be “feminine” like a woman. As such, Westoxification reinforced the 

subordination of female-ness-woman and dominance of maleness-man.  

In providing a “solution” to these “West-struck” men and women, Al-e Ahmad led the 

way back to a gender regressive reality. By evoking Sheikh Fazlollah Nuri as the martyred 

inspiration for authentic “Iranian” identity, Al-e Ahmad appealed to a reactionary conservative 

clergyman from the Constitutional era who was against any form of secularism, equal rights, 

democracy, or anything else that went outside his strict interpretation of Islam. His positions 

were especially harsh toward women. For example, during Iran’s Constitutional Revolution era 

(1905-1911), he stated that girls’ schools were no different from “whore houses” and had to be 

                                                             
18 Al-e Ahmad, Westoxification, 147. 
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opposed by any means necessary.19 Regardless of such red flags waving in the pages of 

Westoxification, at the time of its publication few if any Iranian intellectuals chose to confront 

the problematics of Westoxification, especially as it pertained to gender practices.  

Despite the blatant evidence of his regressive gender politics, no one- not even Simin 

Daneshvar, his wife, or Khalil Maleki, his mentor- challenged Al-e Ahmad on his 

Westoxification manifesto. Daneshvar, who was always one of the first people to read Al-e 

Ahmad’s work, had read Westoxification. She prided herself in believing in “humanism” and 

being active in the socio-political arena, especially in relation to her students. She also identified 

as a feminist and someone who believed in democratic values.20 Yet Daneshvar’s reaction to 

Westoxification was mostly supportive with a touch of lukewarm private criticism. In a letter to 

Al-e Ahmad regarding Westoxification, Daneshvar wrote: “…you have put your finger on a very 

important point, a warning to the readers which can be applied to all of the countries similar to 

our country…I don’t agree with all of the points, but I am also not sure whether I am right…”21 

As reflected in the letter, Daneshvar had noticed some inconsistencies. But at least in the letter, 

she did not elaborate on these inconsistencies; instead, what little criticism she provided was 

undermined by her self-deprecating minimization of her assessment. In the same letter, instead of 

challenging Al-e Ahmad, she appealed to the authority of Khalil Maleki. Maleki at this time was 

also a prominent leftist intellectual who was known for his independent bold progressive 

positions. Yet he also refused to properly challenge Al-e Ahmad about Westoxification. In the 

same letter, Daneshvar continues, “I have spoken a few times [to Maleki] about 

                                                             
19 Sholeh Abadi, “Mirza Fath-Ali Akhoondzadeh va Mas’aleh-ye Zanan,” [Mirza Fath-Ali Akhoondzadeh and the 
the Issue of Women] Nimeh-ye Digar: Zan dar Doreh-ye Qajar va Enqelab-e Mashrooteh [The Other Half: Woman 
during the Qajar and Consittuional Revolutionary Era] 17 (Zemestan 1371) [Winter 1992/93]: 29-37. 
20 Milani, “A Chat with Simin Daneshvar,” 148. 
21 Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar, Nov. 13, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:263.  
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Westoxification…[he] too does not agree with all of Westoxification and believes that you and I 

are both “West-struck,” our clothes, our lifestyle, the car that we drive, our writing styles, all of it 

is West-struck.” 22 Here, Maleki as well engaged with Westoxification from a superficial level 

instead of focusing on the broader dangerous inconsistences of returning Iranians to a 

conservative interpretation of an Islamic framework. In response to Maleki, Daneshvar once 

again came to the defense of Al-e Ahmad. She recognized that Maleki was pointing out 

“superficial matters” and explained that Al-e Ahmad was not criticizing “the comforts of 

technology and Western life …but was questioning Western colonialism and how the existence 

of a colonized state had led to losing [the Iranian] identity.”23 But in her letter she did not 

provide any further criticisms and especially none that pertained to gender issues. The letters 

reflect that both Maleki and Daneshvar recognized the Islamic framework in Al-e Ahmad’s 

argument yet neither one took the argument to the next level; neither posed the obvious question: 

how could a conservative Islamic framework accommodate progressive democratic values, 

including gender equality? Instead, in her letter, Daneshvar completely minimized her own 

authority and concluded: “you and I don’t just look. You see [the truth] and I try to see [the 

truth.] Looking is different than seeing.” 24  

During this decade, Daneshvar continued to play the role of “good” wife who did not 

openly or harshly criticize her husband. Despite being as accomplished as Al-e Ahmad, if not 

more so she minimized herself while exaggerating Al-e Ahmad’s contributions and highlighting 

him as the better writer, thinker and the man of the house. Consistent with the expectation of 

emphasized femininity, once again she did not provide any substantial criticisms to the substance 

                                                             
22 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, Nov. 13, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:263.  
23Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, Nov. 13, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad 1962, 3:263.  
24 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, Nov. 13, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad 1962, 3:264.  
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of Westoxification. For unclear reasons, Maleki as well did not provide any critical analysis of 

Al-e Ahmad’s manifesto of returning to a “modern” Iranian-Islamic identity.  

Finally, after five years, arguably in part trying to prove that he was not afraid of Al-e 

Ahmad, Dariush Ashouri published a critique of Westoxification. As mentioned in the 

introduction, initially Ashouri, “out of respect” for Al-e Ahmad did not want to publish his piece. 

Such an observance of “respectability” meant being silent in front of one’s elders or superiors. 

Patriarchal frameworks have continued to benefit from such “respect,” because despite any 

number of injustices and hypocrisies, “respect” has prevented them from being challenged and 

held accountable. Consistent with his previous patterns, Al-e Ahmad, at the risk of challenging 

himself, demanded a critique from Ashouri. He framed his demand not in a constructive manner 

but in the context of challenging Ashouri’s masculinity. Years later in an interview, Ashouri 

remembered that Al-e Ahmad had taken him aside in a party and shouted at Ashouri, accusing 

him of being “too afraid” to publish his critique. Here, by evoking fear, Al-e Ahmad indirectly 

challenged Ashouri’s masculinity, since bravery is often associated with masculinity. Al-e 

Ahmad had implied that a “brave man” would have written his critique without hesitation. 

Ashouri recalled that after Al-e Ahmad accused him of being afraid, he was determined to 

publish the piece, in part showing that he was not afraid and was “man enough” to publish the 

piece. 

In 1968, six years after the first publication of Westoxification (1962), Dariush Ashouri 

published (at the time) one of the few if not the only written criticism of Westoxification in the 

Barresi Ketab, Book Review, journal and Cluster, Khoosheh, magazine.25 In his critique, Ashouri 

addressed the inconsistencies and generalizations that existed in Westoxification. He situated Al-

                                                             
25 Dariush Ashouri, “Hoshyari Tarikhi,”[Historical Awakening] in Ma va Moderniyat, 31 
https://www.facebook.com/DaryushAshuri/photos/a.564439553613980/598464250211510/?type=1&theater 
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e Ahmad’s Westoxification in the context of post-colonial studies, pointing out that although Al-e 

Ahmad had put his finger on an important historical development, there were post-colonial 

thinkers such as Sartre and Fanon who had presented a more comprehensive and accurate 

discussion than Al-e Ahmad provided in Westoxification. When it came to issues or 

contradictions that would specifically address hegemonic masculinity and gender inequality, 

Ashouri challenged the larger frameworks that sustain hegemonic masculinity and in turn 

patriarchal frameworks, but he did not expressly connect these larger frameworks to the 

gendered realities of daily lives. Ashouri pointed out that Al-e Ahmad quite inaccurately 

described the struggle as the attack of the uniformly Christian West against the uniformly Islamic 

East. He reminded Al-e Ahmad that there were a number of power struggles between the church 

authorities and the kings and in fact it was when Martin Luther broke away from the absolutism 

of Christianity that the West gained a huge advantage against religiously bound frameworks. In 

other words, Ashouri’s statement implied that absolute religiosity was restrictive to a progressive 

thought process and that there was no uniformity in a religio-nationalist identity, be it Western or 

Eastern. Furthermore, he highlighted Martin Luther’s rejection of the church’s absolutist 

patriarchal authority. In a number of places he did point out that historically, religious fanaticism 

in Iranian society had prevented Iranians from reaching the European experience of 

enlightenment 26 He also pointed out the obvious contradiction about the clergy in Iran; the 

clerics whom Al-e Ahmad had called the “last pillar of resistance” were “ the protectors of many 

economic and social ills including decayed traditions and petrified moralities…”27 However, 

Ashouri’s criticism did not elaborate on those “petrified moralities” and their possible dire 

                                                             
26Dariush Ashouri, “Historical Awakening,” 31, accessed April 2, 2020. 
https://www.facebook.com/DaryushAshuri/photos/a.564439553613980/598464250211510/?type=1&theater.  
27 Ashouri, “Historical Awakening,” 35. 
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consequences on everyone, and especially on women. Although Ashouri gave a warning about 

fanaticism and conservative clerics, by stating, “let us take a good look at what we are 

defending,”28 he did not articulate the next logical conclusion. Breaking away from Islamic 

authority could prove to be fruitful for the supposed “West-struck” Iranians, since breaking away 

from religiosity would allow them to re-negotiate their selves away from the blind obedience to 

Islamic patriarchal absolutism. 29 Beyond Ashouri’s criticism, it took 28 years (1990) from the 

publication of Westoxification, for another one of Al-e Ahmad’s intimate circles, Ebrahim 

Golestan, the Iranian filmmaker and intellectual to speak up against the dangers of simple 

binaries and religious “liberators” as articulated in Westoxification.  

The book titled Nameh be Simin, Letter to Simin,30 is the publication of a more than one-

hundred-page private letter that Golestan had written in 1990 to Simin Daneshvar who in 

addition to being his literary colleague was also one of Golestan’s childhood family friends. 

During the early 2000s, in a visit with Abbas Milani, their conversation had led to “the plague of 

simple-minded, pretentious, at times reckless individuals whose influence has caused harm...”31 

In this context, they spoke about a number of Iranian thinkers, including Jalal Al-e Ahmad who 

had a “twenty-something year friendship” with Ebrahim Golestan. Milani, who found Golestan’s 

reflections historically important, wanted Golestan to publish some of his thoughts. In response 

Golestan pulled out the letter to Simin, which had covered some of his reflections. The letter 

contained a variety of topics, from reminiscing about “the olden days” to speaking about the 

consequences of their past actions. Twenty-seven years (2017) after the writing of the letter and 

                                                             
28 Ashouri, “Historical Awakening,” 34-35 
29 Ashouri, “Historical Awakening,” 29 
30 Ebrahim Golestan, Nameh beh Simin [Letter to Simin] (Nashr-e Baztab-e Negar, 1395 [2016/17.] 
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at least a decade after Golestan’s conversation with Milani, this letter was published for public 

information.  

In parts of the Letter to Simin, Golestan spoke about the harm of the intellectuals’ silence 

at the time of Westoxification’s publication. In the letter, Golestan wondered about the reasons 

behind the publication of Westoxification, its popularity, and how “even those who understood 

its dangerous rubbish content, refused to confront [Al-e Ahmad].” 32 Golestan’s rhetorical 

questions in the letter implicated his circle of intellectual friends and their failure toward the 

larger Iranian society. By pointing out the popularity of Westoxification, Golestan implied that 

the larger society, and more importantly the intellectuals, did not care or were incapable of 

recognizing the contradictions between democratic values and a conservative religious base of 

resistance which would inevitably negatively impact gender practice. He also criticized the 

inaction of those intellectuals who understood the dangers of Westoxification but according to 

him, did not respond either because “they were so ignorant and far gone that they accepted 

Westoxification as a legitimate narrative or they refused for personal reasons,” all of which 

Golestan deemed as unacceptable.33  

Golestan explained that his choice to remain silent was because he wanted to “keep his 

dignity and respect for those he loved.”34 He held himself partially responsible for helping to 

create the “stray path” that was outlined in Westoxification. He pointed out that the harm to 

himself was not important. Most of his guilt came from the “harm that was inflicted on others, 

especially those for whom he cared deeply.”35 To Golestan this was a deadly dangerous path, "… 

I allowed those who are dearest to me to harm themselves… as if they wanted to commit suicide 
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33 Golestan, Letter to Simin, 49. 
34 Golestan, Letter to Simin, 67. 
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and I gave them the cup of poison or the loaded gun or I did not take [those vices] from their 

hands.”36 In other words he saw Westoxification as the cup of poison or the loaded gun and found 

himself as well as Daneshvar responsible for remaining silent. “You too had a hand in 

misguiding the inexperienced people…” Golestan wrote to Simin. “Unable to predict that this 

sparkle [Westoxification] can lead to an explosion.”37  

Golestan interpreted Daneshvar’s silence due to her status as a “proper” woman: “maybe 

it had to do with your upbringing or the fact that you were a woman who was doing what was 

expected of her.” 38 Here, Golestan could be referring to the upbringing of a “well-bred” “polite” 

“dignified lady” who would not create disharmony, let alone opposition. Furthermore, a “proper” 

wife would certainly not expose her private affairs and disgrace herself and her husband. It is fair 

to ask how much of this framework also applied to Golestan and others. The implication is that 

Daneshvar as a woman and more specifically as a married woman had to play the proper role of 

supporting her husband. Perhaps privately advise him as she did but never oppose him publicly. 

The code of protecting the affairs of the private sphere was so strong that even substantive 

criticism of her husband’s writing fell under that category. Al-e Ahmad referred to a similar 

characteristic in Daneshvar. In a letter he wrote from Europe: “truth be told, you don’t try to 

shine in my presence- like a proper Iranian woman, but I don’t want this…” 39 Ironically, in that 

letter Al-e Ahmad distinguished Daneshvar and himself from Golestan and his wife, “after all, 

you and I are not like Golestan and his wife. Each of us are separately valuable and 

accomplished individuals”40 The fact that both Golestan and Al-e Ahmad referred to women as 
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38 Golestan, Letter to Simin, 67-68. 
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being passive or subordinate toward their husbands implies that such relationship was at least 

partially common. This hierarchal framework of hegemonic masculinity was applicable to both 

women and men, although not in the same manner.  

Conclusion 

The circle of intellectuals including Al-e Ahmad, Golestan and others for the most part 

were not exempt from the hierarchy of masculinity, as reflected in their personal interactions. 

Golestan’s letter is also reflective of the reproduction of the formalities and the power struggles 

that were common in the hierarchical patriarchal framework of their intellectual circles. 

Although not exactly the same, similar to Ashouri’s initial reaction, Golestan as well, did not 

want to openly respond to Westoxification out of concern for being disrespectful to himself and 

also “not to hurt his loved ones” (which likely included Daneshvar). The same tender regard was 

not allotted to male counterparts in intellectual circles. For the most part, Golestan, Al-e Ahmad 

and others engaged in power struggles in which they presented themselves as superior and their 

counterparts as unworthy. For example, Al-e Ahmad referred to Ahmad Shamloo as “that little 

poet.” 41 Parviz Dariush, another literary figure in Al-e Ahmad’s intellectual circles, went as far 

as publishing a satirical piece called A. G. Boss,42 where he proceeded to make fun of intimate 

details of Ebrahim Golestan’s character, literary status and loved ones, including his wife Fakhri 

and his lover Forough Farrokhzad. Finally, based on Golestan’s own words, the hierarchy of 

masculinity was at least in part related to Golestan’s silence toward Westoxification. In his letter 

to Daneshvar, Golestan admitted that Al-e Ahmad had even brought Westoxification to Golestan 

and asked for his opinion; he had even screamed at Golestan: “why won’t you say something or 

                                                             
41 Al-e Ahmad to Daneshvar, September 19, 1952, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 2 no.1:48. 
42 Ziyrup Shoyrad and Doshvari Pirooz, “Shet-Nagari: A.G. Boss,” [Shit-writings: A.G. Boss] Negin, 17 (Mehr 
1345/September 26, 1966):20-24. 
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write something,”43 and Golestan finally revealed perhaps the key reason behind his silence. 

Golestan saw Al-e Ahmad as a self-involved, illiterate person who pretended to be everyone’s 

teacher but in reality “never had a solid character” or depth of knowledge.” 44 He found 

responding to Westoxification as “quite bothersome” since it was nothing but “a whole lot of 

nonsense.” He “figured that such nonsense would not even be taken seriously and soon would be 

forgotten by all.” In short, neither Al-e Ahmad nor his work was worthy of Golestan’s 

response.45 Contrary to Golestan’s assumption, Westoxification, along with its limited, at times 

inaccurate and quite divisive analysis, spread like wildfire. Even though it was banned by the 

Pahlavi regime, it was repeatedly published and widely distributed through underground 

networks. It circulated amongst leftists as well as religious groups. It must have been quite an 

ego boost when Al-e Ahmad who had gone to meet Khomeini in the mid-1960s, spotted a copy 

of Westoxification underneath Khomeini’s sitting matt.46  

Westoxification, its supporters, and the silent intellectuals in part reinforced the ground 

for the emergence of a new hegemonic masculinity where men and women were expected to 

resist imperialism, protect their sovereign nation and fight for democratic values but also submit 

to an unequal, undemocratic Islamic framework where an absolute patriarch called God through 

his male clerics dictated a rigid gender binary in which normative masculinity was always 

dominant to non-normative masculinity and femininity. Although Westoxification’s evocative 

call upon a conservative Shiite identity was essentially calling for women to be pushed back into 

                                                             
43 Golestan, Letter to Simin, 68. 
44 Golestan, Letter to Simin, 70, 76, 83, 89-90. 
45 Golestan, Letter to Simin, 68. 
46 “Khaterat-e do’ayi az Jalal va Shams Al-e Ahmad: Shookhi Jalal Al-e Ahmad ba Emam,”[Do’yai’s memories 
from Jalal and Shams Al-e Ahmad: Jalal-s humorous comment to Emam] Rah-e Bartarin-ha (25 Khordad 1390/June 
15, 2011), https://www.bartarinha.ir/fa/news/3088/%D8%B4%D9%88%D8%AE%DB%8C-
%D8%AC%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%84-%D8%A2%D9%84-%D8%A7%D8%AD%D9%85%D8%AF-
%D8%A8%D8%A7-%D8%A7%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%B1%D9%87. 



200 
 

the regressive framework of traditional religiosity, at the time no one was alarmed enough to 

speak against the hegemonic masculinity that was exposed in this document. Similarly, and more 

specifically, when it came to sexuality, although Al-e Ahmad’s inconsistencies and 

contradictions provided plenty of opportunity for an open discussion on issues of sexuality, such 

rupture and any possibility of constructive public discussion remained unattained because no one 

wanted to break the taboo. 
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CHAPTER 6: AL-E AHMAD, SEX AND SEXUALITY, AND THE RENEGOTIATION 

OF GENDER (1959-1969) 

 
 

In this time period, Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar had grown in their significance as writers 

and intellectuals. Despite their individual and professional growth, they were still bound by the 

framework of hegemonic masculinity which continued to determine the hierarchy of masculine 

and feminine characteristics and interactions in the context of society. They did not necessarily 

constantly reflect on their lives in terms of gendered actions; nevertheless, gender was central to 

their every action. They still existed in an absolute masculine/feminine binary which was 

reinforced by their society and to a degree globally, since the notion of fluidity of gender was not 

a normalized concept globally. Regardless of their adherence to a rigid binary, they were not 

resolved in their struggles about their own sense of self-this was especially true with regards to 

attitudes toward sexuality and sexual expression. 

 

Gender Renegotiation and the Continued Struggle between Religiosity and Secularism 

Before engaging with Al-e Ahmad’s and Daneshvar’s relationship, it is important to note 

that Iran’s society in the 1960s continued to be a conservative society with many religious 

Iranians who could be found in any number of families. In her September 30th, 1962, letter to Al-

e Ahmad, Daneshvar wrote:  

…Just now, Mohades is remembering to put Azam in school…He is disappointed with 
the schools in Northern Tehran…and does not believe in male teachers which are the 
majority of the teachers in those schools…and he wants to send Azam to school with a 
chador…in the middle of all those frilly girls who everyday come up with a new style…1  

 
                                                             
1Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, September 30, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:214. 
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Mohades, Al-e Ahmad’s brother-in-law, was a religiously trained conservative who had finally 

decided to enroll his daughter in not just any school but a “good” school in the richer northern 

section of Tehran. The struggle between his Islamic values and the modernized educational 

framework was apparent in how he recognized the crucial need for educating his daughter but 

still could not bring himself to allow the girl to be taught by male teachers or attend school 

without a full chador. Another Daneshvar letter further revealed the difficulty of the visibly 

devout in transitioning or possibly co-existing in parts of the Pahlavi era’s “modernized world;” 

in this letter Daneshvar informed Al-e Ahmad that Azam finally was enrolled in the Parvin 

E’tesami all-girl school but she quit after a few weeks because “the other girls were teasing and 

pulling down her chador.”2 Although Daneshvar and Al-e Ahmad distinguished themselves from 

Mohades, they themselves were not exempt from the inconsistencies that were intertwined with 

Iran’s still transitioning society.  

The often-awkward difficulty of renegotiating one’s sense of self in relation to Islamicate 

norms in the context of modernization was not exclusive to religious individuals. It was 

understood as an obligation that impacted even those such as Simin Daneshvar who 

distinguished themselves from the conservative religious community. In her December 31st, 

1962, letter to Al-e Ahmad, Daneshvar wrote, “how ridiculous is a woman who steps out from 

behind the driver’s seat only to put on a chador…”3 The woman to whom she was referring was 

herself on the occasion of the 40th day of her sister’s memorial, where Daneshvar had driven to 

Shah-Abdul-Azim Shrine and was obligated to put on a chador in order to attend her sister’s 

mourning ceremonies. In response Al-e Ahmad on his trip to Europe wrote “regarding driving 

                                                             
2 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, November 3, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:250. 
3 Al-e Ahmad to Daneshvar, December 31, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:319. 
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and then putting on a chador, I had quite a good laugh…”4 Again, the inconsistency and a subtle 

struggle was revealed in Al-e Ahmad’s laughter which implied that he found the obligation of 

wearing a chador inconsistent with Daneshvar’s status as a “modern woman” – a term that he 

quite often used when he referred to Daneshvar.5  

 In yet another Daneshvar letter, we learn that even prominent secular intellectuals such 

as Khalil Maleki and friends were not exempt from these struggles. Once, when Daneshvar had 

gone to Maleki’s house for a party, she reported to Al-e Ahmad that “as usual men and women 

were gathered in separate sections…talking amongst themselves.” When Daneshvar, who was a 

prominent writer and scholar herself, wanted to converse with Maleki, she had to gain 

“permission from Ms. Sabiheh [Maleki’s wife] to join the men’s section” in order to speak to 

Maleki.6 In their day-to-day realities, these circumstances were not necessarily experienced as a 

binary between traditional Islamic values and secular progressivism, but only maintained as 

normative circumstances. In other words, individuals were continuously re-negotiating their own 

senses of self in relation to the traditional values which were deeply intertwined with religious 

morality. As reflected in the above examples, the supposedly progressive individuals quite 

inadvertently or purposefully maintained these prudish gender practices which eventually were 

reconfigured and became integrated in the post-revolutionary hegemonic Iranian-Islamic 

identity. It was in this context that Al-e Ahmad at times intentionally and mostly unintentionally 

drew attention to the significance of sex and sexuality.  

Although not in a conscious manner, but similar to how in the pages of Westoxification 

he declared that he, much like the shepherd’s horse or dog before an earthquake, had “sensed” 

                                                             
4 Al-e Ahmad to Daneshvar, January 10, 1963, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:182. 
5 Al-e Ahmad to Daneshvar, June 27, 1963, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:433. 
6 Al-e Ahmad to Daneshvar, December 1, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:281. 
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the dangers of cultural and economic colonialism,7 Al-e Ahmad also “sensed” the significance 

and centrality of sex as reflected in his relationship with Daneshvar and his writings in this 

period. In their personal lives, both Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar still continued to regularly and 

comfortably express their sexual needs and seek the fulfillment of those needs from each other. 

During Al-e Ahmad’s travels to Europe (1962), they wrote to each other about how they sexually 

missed each other and graphically discussed their sexual desires for each other.8 It was not 

necessarily the act of fulfilling these needs but the expression and discussion of them that was a 

positive step toward more open sexual attitudes; this was true especially in the case of Simin 

Daneshvar, who still continued to consider herself a “proper lady.” In addition to their personal 

lives, Al-e Ahmad’s discussion of Sadegh Hedayat’s Boof-e Koor, The Blind Owl9 (1955), was a 

clear example of his attempt to articulate the significance of sexuality.  

 

Al-e Ahmad Locating Sexuality in Hedayat’s The Blind Owl 

The Blind Owl, first published in 1937, is one of the most famous works of Sadeq 

Hedayat and continues to be a major part of the Iranian literary canon. The story is about an 

isolated lonely painter of calligraphy pen-cases, qalamdan (the narrator) and the single subject of 

his drawing, a young woman. This drawing on the pencase is always the same, with the young 

woman dressed in black and offering a blue water lily to an old man who looks like an Indian 

yogi. The old man is always squatting beneath a cypress and a running brook is always dividing 

the two. One day the narrator, through a crack of a wall in his house, sees the same scene (as in 

his drawing) in the desert outside of his house. The lonely painter immediately falls in love with 

                                                             
7 Al-e Ahmad, Westoxification, 9. 
8 Al-e Ahmad to Daneshvar, December 8, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:123-24. 
9 Sadiq Hidayat, Boof-i Koor [The Blind Owl] (Tehran: Javidan. 2536 [1977.] 
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the young woman’s “mesmerizing eyes” and from there on becomes obsessed with searching for 

this young woman. One day he finds her at the threshold of his house, where she proceeds to go 

into his bedroom and lie on his bed and then she dies. In order to prevent strangers na-mahram 

from seeing her body, the lonely painter chops up the woman’s body and buries it with the help 

of an old man. After returning from the cemetery to his home, drinking some wine, and smoking 

some opium, the painter goes into a trance where he has a vision of an alternative life where he 

has been “forced” by a “whore” to marry her. The “whore” looks just like the ethereal woman 

whom he just chopped up and buried. In the vision, he is most outraged because the “whore” has 

sexual relations with everyone but him. Gradually he “realizes that the whore [his wife]” is 

having sex with an old man who is a street peddler. One night the narrator goes into “the whore’s 

room,” and while she lies in bed, he takes off his clothes and murders the woman with the knife 

that he had taken from the butcher shop. At the end of the story, looking in the mirror, he has 

turned into the same tattered old man. 

 Sadeq Hedayat himself described The Blind Owl as “not a historical narrative, but 

something like a roman inconscient” [unconscious novel/story.] 10 There is extensive Persian and 

some English scholarship analyzing The Blind Owl for its literary as well as philosophical 

aspects. 11 For example, Ali Asghar Fahimfar’s article argues that Hedayat had expressed his 

modernist views in part by using Persian arts and drawing in particular. Marzieh Balighi’s article 

discusses the nihilistic aspects of The Blind Owl.12 Michael Cisco discusses Hedayat’ “unique 

and consistent” representation of the concept of “eternal recurrence” and how Hedayat’s The 

                                                             
10 Homa, Katouzian. “Precedents of The Blind Owl,” Middle Eastern Literatures 15 no. 2 (Aug. 2012): 171-77.  
11 Ali Reza Farahbakhsh & Saleh Haghshenas. “Exploring Bergsonian Time in Sadeq Hedayat’s the Blind Owl,” 
Journal of European Studies 45 no. 2 (2015): 93–105.  
12 Marzieh, Balighi. “Nihilistic Inspiration in The Blind Owl of Sadeq Hedayat” Journal of Philosophical 
Investigations 12b, no. 24 (Fall 2018): 323-37. 
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Blind Owl should be put into conversation and context in relation to Nietzsche’s works and those 

of the French thinkers who came after, most notably Klossowski and Deleuze, for its engagement 

with existentialist and nihilistic frameworks.13 Kara Abdolmaleki discusses how instead of 

offsetting the imbalance of power, the female gaze in The Blind Owl reinforces the patriarchal 

hegemony. 14 In addition, based on my online search in the Persian database Noormag, there are 

a few articles about the female character in The Blind Owl.15  

Although Al-e Ahmad, like his contemporaries, failed to see the misogynistic aspects of 

Hedayat’s story, nonetheless, his published analysis of the sexual aspects of The Blind Owl in 

itself was a noteworthy step toward bringing sexuality out of the shadows and into the public 

arena for further discussion. In his analysis of Hedayat’s The Blind Owl, Al-e Ahmad identified 

unfulfilled sexual desire behind Hedayat’s actual suicide. In Al-e Ahmad’s analysis, Hedayat 

was the “The Blind Owl” and despite Hedayat’s deep sense of humanitarianism, he “despised the 

ordinary masses in The Blind Owl…because of his unfulfilled sexual desires.”16 Al-e Ahmad 

pointed to the significance of sexual pleasure for its own sake – something that was rarely openly 

articulated in public space. Quoting from The Blind Owl, Al-e Ahmad wrote: “I looked at my 

body, my thighs, ankles, and in between my legs, there was a sense of hopeless lustfulness.”17 

Al-e Ahmad then asked the questions that were not commonly asked in late 1950s-early 1960s 

Iranian society:  

Isn’t this very sentence indicative of why Hedayat hates the people who have good sex 
and thus are fortuitous?... Hedayat’s love was different from that of ordinary people. He 
searched for heavenly love because he was deprived of earthly love. Even clearer 

                                                             
13 Michael Cisco “Eternal Recurrence in The Blind Owl,” Iranian Studies, 43:4, (2010) 471-88. 
14 Kara Abdolmaleki. “The Female Gaze in The Blind Owl by Sadeq Hedayat and Lost Highway by David Lynch,” 
Iranian Studies 46, no.6 (2013): 903-19. 
15 Hamid Dabashi. “Naqd o Barresi Ketab: Qeseh Pardazi Sadeq Hedayat]Adabiyat o Zaban-ha” [Book Review: 
Hedayat’s Storytelling] IranNameh 20 (Summer 1987):720-27. 
16 Jalal Al-e Ahmad, “The Blind Owl’s Hedayat” in Seven Articles, Haft Maqaleh Jalal Al-e Ahmad Tehran: Amir 
Kabir Publications 1978/1357. 3-26. 20. 
17 Al-e Ahmad, “The Blind Owl’s Hedayat,” 20. 
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evidence is his immeasurable happiness after the slightest of success in sexual relations. 
18  

 
It can be argued that Al-e Ahmad’s highlighting of sexual pleasure was not entirely new, since in 

the Shiite tradition there was extensive literature around sexuality and sexual satisfaction of 

husbands and wives.19 But here Al-e Ahmad disrupted the domain of Shiite patriarchy by taking 

the discussion of sexual pleasure outside of the religious framework. Similar to his instinctual 

articulation of the colonized/colonizer relationship, he did not have enough knowledge to speak 

about sexuality, but he also had an instinct about exploring sexuality. For example, in a review of 

Khojasteh Kia’s play, “Iron” Ahan, he explored the multiple aspects of femininity by discussing 

the duality of the “maiden” and the “whore” and how both of these archetypes exist 

simultaneously in the feminine/women. Furthermore, he recognized Forough’s poems as 

containing these multiple forms of the Feminine. In the context of Iran’s society, where 

sexuality, virginity and especially sex work were connected to morality, in his essay Al-e Ahmad 

expressly articulated that when discussing the multiplicity of femininity, he was not “talking 

about morality.” 20 In a sense such articulation was freeing these concepts from the burden of 

“morality” to be discussed in a more open manner. Despite his open-minded contemplations 

about sex in his writings, he himself was not completely free of his society’s rigid sexual mores.  

 Again, I am not claiming that the possibility of rupture in the hegemonic masculinity of 

the era- the prospect of disrupting Iranian society’s gendered expectations, did not stem from any 

promotion of an open, “sex-positive”21 sense of self on Al-e Ahmad’s part. On the contrary, 

                                                             
18 Al-e Ahmad, “The Blind Owl’s Hedayat,” 20-21. 
19 Hamed Shahidian, Women in Iran: Gender Politics in the Islamic Republic (Westport: Greenwood Press, 2002), 
178. 
20 Jalal Al-e Ahmad, “Setayesh-e Khojasteh az Dariya va Nefrinash beh Ahan” [ Khojasteh’s praise for the Sea and 
her curse against Iron], in Hasty Evaluation: Eighteen Articles/Arzyabi-I Shitabzdeh: Hijah Maqaleh (Tehran: Amir 
Kabir Publication.Fb 1357 [1978/79]), 125.  
21 The term “sex-positive” generally refers to being open and positive about sexual activity and comfortable about 
one’s own sexuality. https://www.issm.info/sexual-health-qa/what-does-sex-positive-mean/. 
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much of Al-e Ahmad’s positions stemmed from a conservative, Islamic patriarchal framework 

which strictly regulated sexuality and especially women’s sexuality. But despite his at best 

contradictory and often conservative positions, the possibility of rupture existed because his 

clear, detailed descriptions exposed the hypocrisy of hegemonic masculinity and the underbelly 

of the patriarchy. Again, when it came to sexuality, such hypocrisy became especially clear in 

certain passages of Westoxification as well as during Al-e Ahmad’s sexual escapades during his 

travels to Europe (1962/63). However, once again, despite the exposer of the injustices, other 

involved parties for their own personal reasons decided to uphold the patriarchal framework as 

opposed to challenging it.  

 In Westoxification, Al-e Ahmad committed Iranians to a rigid false binary of “Eastern” 

and “Western” sexuality. In this context, Westerners were “loose, superficial, promiscuous, 

derelict” while “West-Struck” Iranians who had lost their “dignified” “meaningful” identity, 

were void of agency, “struck with the glitter and seduction of materialism and [Western] sexual 

promiscuity.”22 Furthermore, he alerted Iranians that “the foundation of the Iranian family [was] 

falling apart because Iranians who were going to the West married non-Iranians. He believed that 

these Iranians married foreigners because they had “[lost] their virginity to an European or an 

American and had begun their knowledge of men and women in foreign lands and returned to 

Iran either feeling superior to everyone or completely remorseful of their action.” 23 On a 

positive note, in this statement, unlike the norms of his society, which condemned loss of 

virginity almost exclusively in case of women, Al-e Ahmad did not differentiate between women 

versus men “losing their virginity.” He may have been even partially correct in assuming that 

some Iranians with white European or white American spouses, may have in part felt superior or 

                                                             
22 Al-e Ahmad, Westoxification, 95-97, 101-2, 144-48. 
23 Al-e Ahmad, Westoxification, 108-9. 
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remorseful. However, by putting such significance on “losing one’s virginity” and upholding a 

simple binary, he still condemned all Iranians to a false rigid sexual regime, in which some were 

pious, proper, marriage-worthy while others were “foreign” and sexually and morally 

incompatible with “true” Iranians. In contrast to this rigid binary, when it came to sexuality, Al-e 

Ahmad’s other writings and his personal experiences inadvertently reflected the complexity and 

significance of sexuality and the inner struggle that surely was common within many Iranians 

stuck in the contradictions of their society.  

 

Contradictions, Sexual Taboos and the Possibility of “Personal” as “Political” 

 Although Al-e Ahmad held others to rigid codes of “proper” sexuality, he allowed 

liberties for himself. However, open they were in their private discussions about sexuality, both 

Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar continued to be conservative about any public displays of sexual 

expression, especially outside the bounds of marriage. This was even true about any films that 

they viewed. Al-e Ahmad’s perception of “proper” and “improper” display of sexuality was 

especially reflective in his description of Ingmar Bergman’s film, “Through a Glass Darkly.”24 

He wrote to Daneshvar how Ingmar used “metaphorical tools…without any need for 

obscenity.”25 In other words, he assumed any actual displays of sexuality outside metaphoric 

expressions were “obscene.” Based on Bergman’s use of symbolism for sexuality, Al-e Ahmad 

concluded that “altogether, this Bergman must be an honorable man unlike that woman who has 

the same name as he does.”26 Here Al-e Ahmad is likely referring to Ingrid Bergman, the 

accomplished actress who starred in a series of films, including Casablanca. He did not elaborate 

                                                             
24 Al-e Ahmad to Daneshvar, October 13, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:36. 
25 Al-e Ahmad to Daneshvar, October 13, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:36. 
26 Al-e Ahmad to Daneshvar, October 13, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:36. 
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why Ingrid Bergman was not honorable, but it possibly had to do with what he perceived to be 

“loose” behaviors in her films. Despite his criticism of loose sexuality, he himself had no qualms 

about engaging in “lust-driven” casual sex and even attempting to publish the narrative. 

Perhaps more than any other work, Al-e Ahmad’s Headstone contained the possibilities 

of triggering conversations toward disruption of the era’s hegemonic masculinity because it 

brought a variety of sexual taboos as well as misogynist realities into the public forum for an 

open discussion in Iran’s 1960s society. Headstone was Al-e Ahmad’s confessional about his 

infertility; from the very beginning it also revealed Al-e Ahmad as a man who, similar to many 

others in Iran’s society, was struggling to reconcile conflicting aspects of himself which he 

perceived as “Eastern” and “modern.”27 In parts of Headstone Al-e Ahmad revealed that in 

Europe, he who had encouraged Iranians to refrain from “tending to their underbellies” engaged 

in sex with at least three or four random women. In fact, as soon as he set foot in Europe, he had 

sex on his mind. Upon his entry into Switzerland, he slept with a flight attendant “who [was] so 

beautiful that … [he] surrendered [himself] to the luxurious freedom of [his] organ’s sexual 

pleasures.”28 In the Geneva International Bureau of Education, he noticed one of the female 

guides who, according to Al-e Ahmad was “more beautiful than the nearby lakes and gardens.” 

Al-e Ahmad confessed that “the whole time [during their tour, he] was just scoping out the 

girl…full of animation and life, her skin so soft and shining.” Al-e Ahmad, in his arrogance, self-

pity, or feeling of inferiority, also confessed, “ I tried to get closer to see her better but she 

became frightened.”29 In Germany, he “picked up a girl in the street” and engaged in sexual 

intercourse for no reason other than because “it was cold and he hated heating pads.”30 Finally, in 

                                                             
27 Al-e Ahmad, Headstone, 70. 
28 Al-e Ahmad, Headstone, 74. 
29 Jalal Al-e Ahmad, Safar-e Farang [Trip to Europe] (Tehran: Siamak Publication, 1376 [1997/98]), 121.  
30 Al-e Ahmad, Headstone, 76. 
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Amsterdam, he had an affair with Hilda, which lasted for at least a few months. Other than 

Hilda, the women with whom he had sex were nameless characters present only as “objects” of 

his sexual pleasure. The German woman, in Al-e Ahmad’s own words, was a substitute for a 

“heating pad.” Al-e Ahmad described Hilda as accessible, “a divorcee, just the right type for me, 

around my own age, a servant in every way.”31 He spoke as if he was gifting her his sex; “seven 

days in Amsterdam was not enough for her, she followed me to London…and then dragged me 

back to Amsterdam.” 32 It sounded as if Al-e Ahmad had no control in this context and Hilda 

forced herself on Al-e Ahmad. In fact, in Headstone, he framed his entire sexual affairs solely as 

an effort for fathering a child. Despite such insistence Headstone reveals much more than Al-e 

Ahmad’s desire for fatherhood or even his lustful sexual quests. 

Contrary to the normative expectations of stoicism and ruggedness, Headstone did not 

reveal Al-e Ahmad as a macho man desiring to propagate his seed but as a vulnerable man with a 

tender longing for children. To describe his pain, he wrote about a number of regular 

occurrences, such as when he was gardening and would “hear the neighbor’s child crying the 

next door, the gardening scissors in [his] hand would turn into a brick and [he] would forget what 

he was doing,” 33 or when he would “see a toddler in the street, how he would pass by the toddler 

with a lump in [his] throat.”34 In fact, he tied this tender vulnerability, often reserved for women, 

to his sexual vulnerability which stemmed from his infertility, which was intimately connected to 

the definition of successful masculinity. In his usual graphic description, Al-e Ahmad openly and 

freely admitted to his own inability to impregnate a woman, “the number of sperms so few that 

                                                             
31 Al-e Ahmad, Headstone, 19. 
32 Al-e Ahmad, Headstone, 19. 
33 Al-e Ahmad, Headstone, 2. 
34 Al-e Ahmad, Headstone, 11-12. 
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they can’t even impregnate a fertile frog;” 35 in a traditional framework such admittance meant 

losing any legitimacy as a husband and a man. In addition, his descriptions dared his readers to 

face the very graphic act of sex, which at the time of the book continued to be hidden and 

forbidden to be articulated in “proper” public spaces. When describing his visit to the lab for his 

sperm count, Al-e Ahmad wrote: “in a corner of a dirty bathroom, while standing, with the help 

of an intentionally forgotten soap, I begged of their Highnesses, these few Sperm, to ejaculate.”36 

Al-e Ahmad’s description hinted at the extent of the taboo-ness of the sexual act; even in a 

medical facility expected to examine male infertility, the soap was “intentionally forgotten” to be 

used as a lubricant. In other words, the thought of a man needing to ejaculate for a lab specimen 

was so shameful and unspeakable that instead of providing a labeled lubricant in the appropriate 

areas, the lab personnel “intentionally forgot” an ambiguous lubricant such as soap, in order to 

deny or ignore the inevitability of the need for ejaculation as much as possible. His discussion of 

his lab test also shifted the perspective on sex by presenting it as a tender and precious part of his 

manliness. Al-e Ahmad’s careful and tender description of his sperms was indicative of his love; 

“those big heads with long undulating tails, running away like rabbits from a hunter…these 

pipsqueak gentlemen … I kept thinking for days [about] the skinny little rascals! How they were 

running around!” just like you [ Al-e Ahmad referred to himself]. No wonder you are always in 

such a hurry, just like these infinitely tiny selves.”37 Despite the implications, Al-e Ahmad easily 

accepted his infertility and along with Daneshvar decided to adopt a child. 

In addition to exposing his sexual experiences, in Headstone Al-e Ahmad revealed the 

ordeal of trying to adopt a child; in his description, he also managed to discuss intensely taboo 
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subjects such as abortion, legitimacy and the intersectionality of class and sexuality. When 

Daneshvar and Al-e Ahmad gave up on the hope of Al-e Ahmad impregnating Daneshvar, an 

acquaintance found a pregnant mother who was looking for adoptive parents. The young woman 

had become pregnant from a socio-economically upper-class man who had made promises of 

marriage. Again, Al-e Ahmad reported in detail the complicated and difficult realities in his 

razor-edge sarcasm reserved for the upper-class and anyone who wanted to attach themselves to 

that class. Al-e Ahmad reported, “The girl had not aborted the fetus because after all who would 

abort the baby of a prominent person?”38 implying that the girl probably kept the child in hopes 

of being recognized. Although Al-e Ahmad did not reflect on the reasons as to why a young girl 

endured the burden of pregnancy only “to be recognized,” he did certainly highlight the meaning 

of marriage and the stigma of an unwed mother with an “illegitimate” child. The attitude toward 

“illegitimate” pregnancies was also highlighted when Al-e Ahmad revealed that once the young 

woman’s pregnancy became apparent, she was expelled from school and had to be hidden by the 

midwife until she gave birth. While the young woman was obligated to make decisions about the 

infant as well as her own future, the socially prominent man who had impregnated her was free 

to go abroad and find himself a “foreign” wife and ignore the entire “headache” of dealing with 

the young mother. Now “the girl who had found a good suiter wanted to give away the child 

because having an “illegitimate” child would “ruin her chances of being able to marry a good 

suiter.” 39 

Al-e Ahmad’s description of the story and his own reflections challenged the concepts of 

legitimacy and illegitimacy. “This branding of children even before they are born, this burden of 

discarded status branded in utero. Not quite clear by whom but nonetheless branded; perhaps 
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morality, religion, tradition and such fancy talk.”40 His questioning of this concept demonstrated 

that despite his fragmented illogical connections to religiosity as reflected in Westoxification, he 

was capable of questioning the core values of religious and cultural moral authority, even when it 

came to sex. “Why this instinctual simple act [of having sex] is legitimate only in a very specific 

context, meaning after marriage and illegitimate in the rest of circumstances?”41 He rejected the 

rigid patriarchal construct of marriage when he questioned whether it made sense that marriage, 

this supposed “sacred union,” then became “legitimate only with a few Arabic or Persian words 

or after it’s recorded in the proper office.”42 In addition to questioning the legitimacy of 

marriage, Al-e Ahmad also challenged the “immorality” of casual sex:  

Reality tells us that regardless of circumstances, when a man and a woman have sex, they 
are ensnared with each other, however temporary- whether recorded or not, whether 
consistent with traditions or not… I get how we need to keep social order…. but what’s 
the bottom line? That the most private relationship of a woman and man – who each live 
only once is determined by these rules which were set up centuries ago? These rules that 
are not only determined long ago but also beaten and held over our heads…In other 
words, when it comes to the most private relations with my wife, am I bound by the rules 
of centuries ago in which I had no say, and this is supposed to be civilization? Religious? 
Morality? And this is when you want to say to hell with everything.43  
 

At least in this passage, Al-e Ahmad highlighted that heterosexual intercourse was “legitimate” 

not by the few Quranic verses uttered at the ceremony or the registration of the union but by the 

sole reality of the individuals’ sexual attraction toward each other. He indirectly advocated 

reconsidering these rules that were imposed many years ago without any input from the people 

who were impacted by them. He certainly implied that such archaic structure imposed on sexual 

relations could not possibly be justified by promotion of “civilization,” “religious” or “morality.” 
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Although it is impossible to speculate on the impact of the publication of such passages 

in 1960s Iran, it certainly could have created the possibility of rupture in the hegemonic 

masculinity by shedding light on a series of unfair gendered presumptions about men’s and 

women’s sexuality. In fact, given the tone of the autobiography, if published, Al-e Ahmad would 

have again implicated his own behaviors and opened up a series of discussions including the 

objectification of women, the male gaze, male infertility, and the sexual double standards, just to 

name a few. In an interview with Aydin Aghdashloo, Al-e Ahmad explained, about the then 

unpublished Headstone: “it’s about my infertility…it’s a bit anarchist…Even my wife can’t read 

it.”44 Contrary to his rigid false perception of the East vs West binary and although, most likely, 

unaware of the radical feminist Carol Hanisch in America, Al-e Ahmad’s autobiographical piece 

was consistent with her essay, “Personal is Political,” which was written seven years after Al-e 

Ahmad wrote Headstone.  

In her essay titled “Personal is Political,”45 Carol Hanisch, a radical feminist, argued that 

women’s personal problems were political issues worthy of public discussion. She pointed out 

that even in activist communities, the notion of women discussing their personal issues such as 

sex and reproductive rights was viewed as “navel-gazing” and “personal therapy,” not “political” 

and not worthy of public discussion. She argued that personal problems shared by many women 

are not resolved by personal means but by the power of the collective. Setting aside the 

differences between American and Iranian societies, nonetheless, if published in mid-1960s Iran, 

Al-e Ahmad’s Headstone would have also revealed shared personal problems which were very 
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much political in their negative impacts on Iranian men and women. Although not as 

intentionally, Al-e Ahmad had nonetheless sensed the importance of publicly discussing his 

personal sexual struggles as a political act. He may have even done it in part to get attention; 

regardless, it would have been an act of breaking powerful taboos and traditions, especially since 

Al-e Ahmad was a prominent literary figure with a broad influence. Unfortunately, the 

autobiography, which would have been considered radical for its time, was not published until 

1981, almost 20 years after it was written, because during the 1960s when Al-e Ahmad wanted to 

publish it, Simin Daneshvar felt that its publication would “expose and shame her as a woman 

and a wife.”46  

 

The “Lady” of the Patriarchy until the End 

 Not only did Daneshvar not want these sexual issues to be discussed in public, even in 

their private lives, she tried to keep up with the appearances of a “lady.” Although she found  

Al-e Ahmad’s sexual unfaithfulness unacceptable, she decided to “make peace” with Al-e 

Ahmad’s sexual affair. She learned about the affair after receiving three letters. First, she 

received two letters on January 5th, 1962, both of which revealed Al-e Ahmad’s affair with 

Hilda. On January 8th in a letter to Al-e Ahmad, she hinted at the two letters by saying how some 

news had “immobilized her.” But instead of coming out and directly asking Al-e Ahmad, she 

wrote, “It seems that you are very busy and don’t take my letters seriously and when I make 

rational statements, you do not even respond. So, it’s best if I continue in a normal way until we 

see what life holds.”47 In another letter, she expressed her frustration by writing to Al-e Ahmad 

about Fakhri [Golestan’s wife]. “Perhaps I don’t get along with Golestan because I feel a deep 
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sympathy with Fakhri. I am telling you all of this, so you clearly understand your wife’s feminist 

beliefs.”48 Here she was referring to Fakhri Golestan being aware of Ebrahim Golestan’s ongoing 

sexual/romantic relationship with the controversial Iranian poetess, Forough Farrokhzad, and 

how despite such knowledge, Fakhri continued to stay with Golestan. Daneshvar distinguished 

herself from Fakhri by pointing out that if she “were in Fakhri’s place, [she] would immediately 

get a divorce.” Daneshvar further elaborated by pointing out how generally “women are 

oppressed by men, brothers, husbands and sons but [this does not mean] that she believes in 

taking men’s rights and giving it to women. [Instead, she] believes in having equal rights.” 49  

It was almost a month later when Daneshvar received a third letter when she finally, 

confronted Al-e Ahmad, stating that even though she had been “so good” to Al-e Ahmad, he had 

“injured her more than anyone else ever had.”50 She once again stated her position by 

distinguishing herself from Fakhri, a woman who had “put up” with Golestan’s infidelity. In 

response to Al-e Ahmad, who had once seen Golestan in his dream, Daneshvar wrote:  

Do you know why you dreamt of Golestan? Because you did the same thing that 
Golestan did. But know that I am neither Fakhri nor your mother or sisters or Tayebeh 
Khanoom. I will separate from you. I may be an insignificant person but I’m not inferior. 
My pride and worth are not less than you. If I claim that I believe in lifting up Iranian 
women so that they will realize their rights, then I will have to be a role model. I have to 
show them that the life which was imposed on them is wrong…this surrender to 
injustices. These attachments are wrong. I will make them understand that they should be 
new women. I am not an old brick to fall apart. 51 
 

She wanted to make sure that Al-e Ahmad understood that unlike “those other women” whom 

she mentioned, she was too proud to put up with her husband’s infidelity and would separate 

from him. Furthermore, she understood that it was her right not to “surrender” into circumstances 
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that were in violation of her rights. However, she did not show the same clarity when she went to 

Maleki and his wife for support. 

Although Maleki’s wife Ms. Sabiheh shared Danehsvar’s initial clarity about standing up 

for her rights, Daneshvar’s and Maleki’s position reflected otherwise. When Daneshvar shared 

the news of Al-e Ahmad’s infidelity, Maleki “with a remorseful smile said: “so Jalal broke away 

from you too. He talks about Westoxification and at the same time, he takes sanctuary in the 

arms of a Western woman.” Then Maleki burst into tears. Unlike Maleki, his wife, Ms. Sabiheh, 

“could not stop screaming [for Daneshvar] to get [her] divorce;” she did not even want 

Daneshvar to wait for Al-e Ahmad to return and kept insisting that Daneshvar send her demand 

for divorce in a letter. In response to Ms. Sabiheh, Maleki had “put his hand on the back of Ms. 

Sabiheh and said, this is not the time for the progressive women’s slogan and then sent her to the 

kitchen.” As she was going to the kitchen, Ms. Sabiheh kept insisting, “Khalil don’t dissuade her, 

at least let this woman give a proper lesson to all men.”52 It is painfully ironic that a progressive 

intellectual such as Maleki would display such stereotypically toxic masculine behavior, send his 

wife back to the kitchen and reduce women’s rights to mere slogans. It also demonstrated that 

getting a divorce may have been less beneficial for either or both Daneshvar and Al-e Ahmad. 

Daneshvar as well believed that “deciding to get a divorce was a matter of logic and not love.”53 

In her reflections, Daneshvar was not sure whether Al-e Ahmad stayed with her out of love or 

because she brought “financial and social stability into his life.” She confessed to Maleki and 

Sabiheh,” I have made a safe space for Jalal. How would I know if he is not staying for this sense 

of safety, his breakfast always on time, his cigarettes and the rest of his spread always available, 

tending to his followers always to the best of my ability, and on and on…” and to Daneshvar’s 
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statements, Maleki had added, “and with the least amount of financial contribution from Jalal.” 

Maleki continued, “From hereafter, if Al-e Ahmad loves you, it will be a mullah-like love,” and 

Daneshvar had responded, “in that case, then I’m out.”54 Maleki did not explain what he meant 

by “mullah-like love.” It is likely that he was referring to those clerics that believed in polygyny, 

having “love” for all of their wives.  

  Regardless, Daneshvar “forgot everything” and decided that the “logical” choice was to 

stay married to Al-e Ahmad. Before finding out about Al-e Ahmad’s infidelity, Daneshvar and 

Al-e Ahmad were planning to meet each other in Israel and Daneshvar decided to follow through 

with this meeting. Even though Al-e Ahmad was the one who was at fault, Daneshvar was 

nervous about whether Al-e Ahmad would still “want her” when she arrived in Israel. In her 

January 18th letter, she wrote, “I am so scared to go to Israel and never reach you, I’m so upset 

that I am afraid of everything, even afraid that you will not be happy to see me. My heart attests 

to bad things and there is evidence for such things.” Also consistent with her common behavior, 

once again, she second-guessed herself. “What a nonsense of a letter I am writing, all of it is 

nonsense and it will frazzle you. Just pretend like you didn’t read all of this, forget my 

insinuations and snake language, zaban-e mari.”55 By referencing “snake language or tongue” 

she was using the term that Al-e Ahmad had repeatedly used to describe her way of using 

language to express her frustrations. Once Simin got to Tel-Aviv, she “had already forgotten 

everything.” She preferred to let the matter go, except that [Al-e Ahmad] had brought up the 

matter.” In fact, instead of Daneshvar being upset, it was Al-e Ahmad who was angry over 

Daneshvar’s behavior and upset letters, especially since Al-e Ahmad explained that “being with 
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Hilda was just a passing phase.”56 In a way, Daneshvar remained married to Al-e Ahmad despite 

her own principles. 

Daneshvar might have had clear boundaries when she was speaking to Maleki, but she 

continued to find ways to further extend her “red line” for leaving Al-e Ahmad. In a later letter 

she wrote, “If it is proven to me that Hilda was just a passing lust and that you did not mean to 

humiliate me or show disloyalty to me then I will overlook all of this… only under the condition 

that there are no more letters or continuations when you return to Iran.” She again did not abide 

by this ultimatum when Al-e Ahmad continued his written communications with Hilda after he 

returned to Tehran.57 Whether she meant what she said and changed her mind, or was acting 

strategically, Daneshvar remained married and faithful to Al-e Ahmad until the day of his death. 

Regardless of her intentions, in a patriarchal framework, her actions reinforced the reality that 

regardless of her unhappiness or unfulfilled desires, being married was the best choice.  

Her struggle in her marriage is especially apparent in her letters a year and half later when she 

travelled to the United States to attend a Harvard Seminar. It appeared as if her travel once again 

allowed her the space to process and express her frustrations with Al-e Ahmad. The letters 

revealed that more than once after the affair, Daneshvar wanted to separate from Jalal, but each 

time decided against it. She was especially upset over Al-e Ahmad’s autobiographical piece, 

Headstone, since she thought that in Headstone, Al-e Ahmad had described her in an 

“exaggerated and insulting” manner. She also believed that Al-e Ahmad was still “in love with 

Hilda…and that nothing was left between them.” She felt like Al-e Ahmad had “humiliated her 

and crushed her pride.” 58 Yet once again, similar to many other times, in other letters she saw 
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herself at fault. In one letter she asked Al-e Ahmad to “forgive all the bitterness that she had 

caused and be like a wall of support for her, otherwise she would “lose [her] reason for 

existence.”59 In addition to pleading for Al-e Ahmad’s male protection, she also wanted to 

highlight that she was a delicate woman of a high caliber of piety and “lady-like” characteristics. 

During her travels to Harvard, she was often distressed and cried because she was “the only 

woman among all these men.”60 One of the first things that she reported during her trip to 

Harvard was that “even though [she was] the only woman among forty men, they really 

respected [her],” But even then she wanted to make sure that she was not “suspect” of interacting 

with single men. So, she added “anyway they [the men] are mostly married and even though they 

are all distinguished, none of them are my Jalal.”61 Such passages, coupled with the fact that she 

was an independent, powerful women in the literary world, spoke to the contradictory reality 

which was apparent to both her and Al-e Ahmad. In one letter, where she was anxious because 

Al-e Ahmad’s letter was late, she wrote, “Why haven’t you written to me? Is it your uncertainty 

toward, as you stated, your half-intellectual, half-escapee wife?” 62 There are no explanations 

about the meaning of “half-escapee” wife; this description could be in reference to her escaping 

the circumstance of the reality of her life which were inconsistent with her role as an independent 

intellectual woman. But the half-intellectual at least partially refers to their recognition of the 

inconsistencies in their lives as intellectuals.  

In this decade, she continued to struggle to make sense out of her relationship to her 

changing gendered values and multiple conservative factors of their society, including her own 
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moral compasses. In this context, Daneshvar continued to identify as a feminist- although she 

thought that the American feminists of the 1950s were “too fast and too radical” in their 

feminism. She was also outspoken and political in the university setting. On the occasion of a 

student strike, she demanded to know what the regime’s authorities had done with her arrested 

students and continued to mobilize and work toward the release of her student63- behaviors that 

cost her the position of full professorship. She certainly believed that if women-similar to Fakhri 

and her sister who committed suicide- were unhappy in their marriages, then they should 

immediately get a divorce. But she still deeply believed in moral standards that kept the 

traditional family unit intact. In a letter she wrote: 

I believe that the human body and the soul are like shrines, and we are the keepers [of 
these shrines.] We have to keep our own dignity and respect and avoid sullying these 
shrines…I write these because Dariush [Parviz] passionately defends Forough’s love and 
said that our own buddy wanted to marry her, but she did not want to but continued her 
love. If someone is so selfless that she does not want to break up a family then she can 
end such love too. Which in my opinion is more destructive to family? 64  
 

In this passage Daneshvar reproduced the same high pedestal of adhering to “high morals” 

especially as it pertained to sexual behavior. It is true that she included both men and women in 

her requirements of “preserving the sacred shrine of human-ness,” but it has been clarified that 

historically, such “high moral expectations” mostly if not always applied to women’s behaviors. 

Here she also indirectly distinguished herself from Dariush Parviz, Forough Farrokhzad, 

Ebrahim Golestan, and Jalal Al-e Ahmad- all of those “less morally pious” individuals who had 

behaved outside the proper sexual codes of conduct.  

 In addition, Daneshvar still believed in traditional frameworks of keeping the family 

intact by appeasing the patriarch. A memory told by Al-e Ahmad’s nephew, Mohammad Hossein 

                                                             
63 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, January 8, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:327. 
64 Daneshvar to Al-e Ahmad, December 7, 1962, in Letters of Simin Daneshvar and Jalal Al-e Ahmad, 3:287-88. 



223 
 

Danayi, was reflective of Daneshvar’s position as a “wife.” In this memory Danayi remembered 

that when he was much younger and had gotten a job at the radio station, he asked for an 

interview from his uncle, Al-e Ahmad. In response Al-e Ahmad, who saw this request as a 

violation of his position as a “dissident intellectual,” lost his temper. He suddenly screamed at 

his nephew, “Oh, so you want me to come and be His Majesty’s baboon, antar-e Alahazrat.” 

Danayi recalled that Al-e Ahmad was about to beat him when “Ms. Simin heard our voices and 

ran in from the kitchen” to deescalate the situation. Once again, Daneshvar did not hold Al-e 

Ahmad accountable for his unreasonable outburst, instead, she appealed to his dominance as a 

“wise, benevolent patriarch,” stating, “Jalal dear, you have every right to be angry but that 

bastard [the person who had suggested the interview] was trying to take advantage and this poor 

child [Danayi] was too naïve…” Danayi remembered at the same time, Daneshvar motioned him 

to run out of the door.” He closed that memory by indicating that he “did not dare to go back to 

his uncle’s house for the next two or three weeks.”65 Despite Al-e Ahmad’s tantrums and perhaps 

even in the absence of Al-e Ahmad’s romantic love for her, Daneshvar continued to stay in the 

marriage. She believed that Al-e Ahmad was still in love with Hilda and no longer had any love 

for her.66 Regardless of whether this was a strategic marriage, and acknowledging her private 

choice, her actions as a public figure reinforced the Persian expression, “sookhtan-o-sakhtan,” to 

burn and to put up” closely related to the expression “’til death do us part.” In all of these 

frameworks, a “good wife” would try her best to forgive her husband’s past discretions and try to 

find “solutions” that would not “break up” a marriage, thus perpetuating the prosperity of the 

patriarchal framework, albeit in continuously new configurations. In contrast and despite his 
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contradictions, when it came to exploring sexuality Al-e Ahmad continued to show signs of 

rebelling against the old forms. 

 

Unfulfilled Ruptures of Sexual Taboos 

 Al-e Ahmad’s contradictions regarding his attitude toward sexuality continued until the 

end of his life. On the one hand, he continued to be the dominant male partner in his marriage. 

As discussed above, he also perceived himself as a “benevolent patriarch” who prescribed 

solutions for Iranians. Furthermore, he engaged with issues of gender and sexuality from the 

traditional framework where women and men were viewed and treated as different in their 

“creation,” “responsibilities” and behaviors. However, even after his clash with Daneshvar about 

the content and style of his confessional autobiography Headstone, he continued to show 

inconsistencies in his engagement with sexuality both in his personal life and his writing. When 

it came to Daneshvar, even though he most likely continued to be conservative, at times, even if 

only to exonerate himself, he dared her to break her sexual rigidity. When Daneshvar, at 

Harvard, was writing testimonials about her sexual piety and how Al-e Ahmad has “nothing to 

worry about because all of her male counterparts are married,” Al-e Ahmad responded: 

No need to fill my ear with how the men are married with children and such. I would 
have much rather that you got it on with that Austin [one of Daneshvar’s colleagues who 
was having various sexual relations with women] and rid yourself of this medieval 
chastity… your problem is that you in all of your life, have settled for only one man and 
for this reason you feel yourself to be very honorable and noble, somewhat of a 
megalomania, a sense of superiority, and you expect your man to be the same. 67  

 
Of course, in this statement, Al-e Ahmad was not promoting unconditional sexual openness and 

moving away from the expectations of institutions of marriage and family. Instead, he was 

highlighting Daneshvar’s sense of “superiority” and encouraging that maybe she should even 
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make a few “mistakes herself.” He wanted Daneshvar to “forgive” Al-e Ahmad’s previous 

sexual “mistakes.” Nevertheless, the statement for whatever reason, also implied that having 

sexual experiences with only one man for the duration of one’s life was not necessarily 

beneficial. It was an indirect acknowledgement of the need for exploration of one’s sexuality, 

including having actual physical relations with more than one man. If nothing else, the statement 

should have triggered a discussion between Daneshvar and Al-e Ahmad; however, as far as the 

letters reflect, no such discussion was triggered. Similarly, in his work after Westoxification, Al-e 

Ahmad engaged with the sexuality that existed in any given circumstance. 

 In 1966, he published his Hajj travelogue titled Lost in the Crowd, Khasi dar Miqat, 68 

where he picked up on the daily context of sex even in such “pious” space as Mecca during the 

season of Hajj. In part, he revealed his own male sexual gaze, but by publishing it, his own 

experience of sensuality and sexuality however problematic was once again pushed out of the 

private sphere of bedrooms and into the public world. In Lost in the Crowd, among his 

descriptions and reflections on Mecca and worship, Al-e Ahmad also included his sexualized 

observations. In one passage about “a beautiful female seller from Cameroon,” Al-e Ahmad 

wrote: “she stole my heart… so much more beautiful than the textile that she was 

selling…however she was not selling that beauty, nor was I there to act as a buyer.”69 Another 

day during a Hajj ritual, he saw “a beautiful young woman who was begging.” “When she came 

closer, I saw a laughter in her eyes- the kind that one should see outside Hajj”…and what 

eyes….like the eyes of a deer, like all of the poems… you have to experience it to really 

understand…”70 Perhaps Al-e Ahmad wanted to see the “beautiful gazelle-like eyes” outside of 
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Hajj because Hajj was perceived as a spiritual space which should be detached from “worldly 

sexual pleasures.” In other words, “the laughter in the girl’s eyes” had to have an arousing beauty 

that was forbidden during the time of Hajj. Despite such restriction, Al-e Ahmad’s writing 

evoked such beauty and enticed the reader’s contemplation. In fact, even in this Hajj travelogue, 

Al-e Ahmad did not shy away from his graphic descriptions. When writing about “the beggar girl 

with gazelle-like eyes” he wrote, “her cloak was quite thin, and she was definitely cold. I could 

tell from her hardened small breasts which were not making a move inside her dress.” 71 It is true 

that his casual and effortless focus on women’s beauty, including sexiness, can be interpreted as 

the privilege of his male gaze. But once again, it also brought sex and that very privileged male 

gaze into the open and available for the possibility of discussion. Al-e Ahmad almost goaded his 

readers to speak about sex. When visiting Masjid Al-Nabi, watching a few pilgrims involved in 

some ritual, he wrote: “… the pilgrims were taking turns stroking the sun dial which is a tall 

column, stroking it from the top to bottom and bottom to top, kind of a …gratification. Forgive 

me.” 72 However, his relatively graphic descriptions did not lead to any public discussions of 

sexuality.  

 

Conclusion 

Throughout his adult life, Al-e Ahmad’s personal life as well as his writings continued to 

expose contradictions of hegemonic masculinity as well as significant issues of sexuality. His 

experimenting and the openness in his writing dared anyone to engage with his irreverent, 

abrasive and transparent discussions of often controversial subjects. In his book, Do Baradar, 

Two Brothers, published in 2013, Al-e Ahmad’s nephew, Mohammad Hossein Danayi wrote, “in 

                                                             
71 Al-e Ahmad, Lost in the Crowd,” 52. 
72 Al-e Ahmad, “Lost in the Crowd,” 68. 
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a country where everyone still tries to keep up their appearances and hide the truth, Al-e Ahmad 

highlighted important issues such as male infertility.”73 The exposure of the inconsistencies, 

hypocrisies and injustices of hegemonic masculinity pointed to the instability of the Iranian 

patriarchy and thus carried the potential of rupture, disruption and change. In the last decade of 

his life, as it related to one of the most influential pieces of his writing, Westoxification, exposed 

the inconsistencies of the local patriarchy in Iran by implicating the incompatibility of his own 

argument with gender equality and social justice. Despite the blatant exposure of the 

shortcomings and inconsistencies in Westoxification, there was no rupture in the hegemonic 

masculinity reflected in the writing, because Al-e Ahmad’s intellectual counterparts did not hold 

Al-e Ahmad accountable by pointing out the contradictions of Al-e Ahmad’s positions in 

combating injustice and pushing toward a framework of social justice which includes gender 

equality. It is the juxtaposition of Al-e Ahmad’s confrontational writing and the absence or lack 

of his intimate circle’ reactions to these contradictory but provocative pieces that reveal the 

social history of not just gendered relations but the impact of these powerful intellectuals’ 

relationship on gender politics and the renegotiations of hegemonic masculinity.  

In her Book Feminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity 74 

Chandra Talapade Mohanty points to the power of relationships by highlighting solidarity as a 

powerful tool of feminism or moving toward gender equality. She frames solidarity in terms of 

mutuality, accountability and recognizing common interest. As it relates to the Pahlavi era 

intellectuals, it is fair to recognize that perhaps Al-e Ahmad and others had not made a conscious 

                                                             
73 Mohammad Hossein Danayi, Nagofteh-hayi az Zendegi-yo Zamaneh-ye Jalal o Shams-e Al-e Ahmad: Do Baradar 
[Untold Narratives of the Lives and Time of Jalal and Shams Al-e Ahmad: Two Brother] (Tehran: Etela’at 
Publication, 2013), 151. 
74 Chandra Talapade Mohanty, Feminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2003), 1-16.  
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choice of standing in solidarity. However, it is true that the select group were committed to the 

same progressive principles of social justice and combating oppression, thus they had a 

“recognized common interest.” In that framework, even if they were not accountable to each 

other or their circle, it is reasonable to assume that they should have felt accountable to their 

cause of social justice and combating oppression, which includes gender inequality. In this 

context, the fact that the intellectuals did not hold Al-e Ahmad accountable contributed to the 

reconfiguration of hegemonic masculinity at the service of a modern-Perso-Islamic patriarchy. 

Similarly, in his personal life, Al-e Ahmad continued to claim to believe in social justice values 

which logically should include gender equality. However, he did not consistently abide by these 

frameworks of equality and justice. He also continued to directly and indirectly acknowledge the 

significance of sexuality in the context of gender practice. As such, even the possibility of such 

rupture did not come about in part because through her validation and acceptance of Al-e 

Ahmad, Daneshvar, as well, upheld the patriarchal frameworks.
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CONCLUSION: EVERY ATTEMPT AT RUPTURE COUNTS 

  The Pahlavi era (1925-1979) configuration of hegemonic masculinity, and its 

gendered expectations occurred in complicated internal and external contexts. In the span of 

almost 54 years, the two Pahlavi administrations succeeded to centralize the government and 

modernize many structural frameworks such as education, public health, road system.  

Modernization carried an expectation of different types of participation in society and a more 

robust workforce for progress in these modernized political, social, and economic frameworks. 

The changes in infrastructure, modernization had real impacts in people’s daily lives including 

their personal beliefs and values. In the more conservative-religious pockets of society, gender 

segregation remained in place and the imposition of the regime’s desegregation program led to 

complicated combination of anger, dishonor, helplessness and a zealous insistence of protecting 

the “value” of desegregation as their Islamic duty and identity.  Of course, not everyone 

disagreed or found these efforts unpalatable. Surely such sudden shift was easier for those 

Iranian families who did not find the gendered consequences of modernization in contradiction 

to their values. But even those who agreed often times carried residues of Iran’s conservative 

Islamicate society which led to contradictory or inconsistent viewpoints which had gendered 

ramifications on their relationships. So, for the most part, the time of Pahlavi era, Iran’s 

dominant relational narratives were bound by conservative, Islamicate gendered expectations 

which included narrowly defined gendered roles and a forced and abrupt gender desegregation 

program while keeping much of the gender segregated mentality in place. During Mohammad 

Reza Shah, due to the passage of time and the easing of some of the restrictions, more of the 

population had adjusted however, the parts of the Iranian population that viewed themselves as 
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devout Muslims still did not always identify with the values promoted in the dominant 

mainstream.  

Such transitions especially about gendered behaviors and relationships are difficult and 

slow under the best of circumstances. The transition during the Pahlavi era was more difficult 

because there were no intentional and systematic educational efforts about the necessity and 

significance of gender equality. Furthermore, the intellectuals who are ideally the messengers 

and negotiators of new values also could not be effective, first because they themselves had to 

resolve their own inconsistencies about gender but also because they had to deal with a closed 

civil society where censorship, control of civil society caused real dangers like imprisonment. In 

addition, for many the shift in gender attitudes, characteristics even modernization, became 

intertwined with the “West” thus rubbing them of their “Eastern” identity and values. In other 

words, in the trauma of negotiating the internal and external challenges, there was no room for 

measured, self-reflection that could potentially lead to a consciousness that values are neither 

“Eastern” nor “Western” but simply adopted by societies. In retrospect, it is fair to say that for 

the most part the Pahlavi era intellectual could not recognize that on its face any value connected 

to fundamental human rights such as gender equality should be viewed as a universal and it 

should be examined in relation to its impact on peoples and society at large. After all they were 

in the midst of significant transformations, political and social obstacles and a sweeping 

revolutionary era. 

Fortunately, the historical lens allows us to systematically examine the intersectional 

realities of gender through the Pahlavi era policies and its impacts on various representations of 

peoples. It is through such examination that we are able to recognize the positive and negative 

consequences of the Pahlavi era gendered policies and the place of intellectuals as they relate to 
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these policies. For me the lens on the intellectuals is important because as Gramsci pointed out 

about power, patriarchal frameworks are not only upheld from top to bottom; but their strength is 

also dependent upon peoples’ consent and their adherence to those values. As such intellectuals 

and especially those like Al-e Ahmad who had extensive connections to civil society reveal 

insights about the shifts in civil society including any changes in the discourse of gender 

practice. The detailed intimate examination of gendered personal relationship may seem tedious, 

redundant and even unnecessary. But given the influence of intellectuals such as Al-e Ahmad 

and Daneshvar, the scrutiny of their personal and public power relations becomes necessary to 

analyzing this reconfiguration of hegemonic masculinity and Iran’s patriarchal frameworks.  

The examination of this small intimate group reaffirmed some points which should be 

viewed as common sense and others which attest to the struggles of self-reflection toward being 

a more democratic and socially just individuals. The examined intellectuals despite their intimate 

relationships were not a monolithic group about any issues and especially gender. Furthermore, 

the intellectuals’ relations and in particular Al-e Ahmad’s personal relationships and writings 

reflect those gendered choices did not necessarily fall under any ideology or even a conscious 

principled framework. Instead, these gendered behaviors and characteristics were subconscious 

or unconscious choices during daily occurrences which either reinforced or weakened the 

patriarchal practices. These daily practices actualized the fluidity and penetrability of hegemonic 

masculinity in the way that they created the possibility of rupture or reinforcement. At the time, 

of these interactions, the actors (Al-e Ahmad and his circle) perhaps were not even able to 

examine their sense of self through a comprehensive lens of progression and regression—a 

gradual transformation that includes moving forward and backward.  Absent such a self-scrutiny, 

as reflected in Al-e Ahmad’s inner struggle these regressions and progressions, natural to any 
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process of transformation, were experienced as “failures,” For example, Al-e Ahamd saw 

himself as man caught between his “Eastern” vs “Modern Western” values. He did not see 

himself as an agent of transformation outside the limited discourse of Perso-Islamic East vs. 

Imperialist Christian West. Furthermore, this lack of insight also reinforced and left in place the 

false binary of “Western” vs. “Eastern” identity. Perhaps it is this division that even today, many 

see Al-e Ahmad only as a backward Islamic intellectual.  Ironically, any time that we reject a 

person for their absolute dogmatism we are reinforcing the very rigid divisions that are 

sophomoric and inadequate in their potential instructiveness. 

Stepping outside the rigid binaries, we see that Al-e Ahmad and his intimate circle were 

deeply involved in the intricate work of gradual transformation which begins with planting seeds 

and creating historical memory. Al-e Ahmad who was raised in a conservative religious family 

and spent a good amount of time working with rigid leftist ideologies transformed not into an 

“zealot Islamist” but someone outside of lines trying to weave his own sense of self. In addition, 

when it comes to gender practices, seemingly differently categorized intellectuals negotiated 

their gendered selves in relation to frameworks which were not easily separable. Often times 

their society’s Islamicate realities were intertwined with their progressive aspirations. For 

example, contrary to Al-e Ahmad, Golestan, was born and raised in a progressive secular family 

and spent much of his career in the same or parallel circles as Jalal Al-e Ahmad. Today, Golestan 

continues to be perceived as a chic, “modern” filmmaker who is too often credited to have 

“helped” the rebellious poetess Forough Farrokhzad to gain her fame. Similarly, Simin 

Daneshvar was also raised in a “modern,” “secular” family, and spent her life teaching and 

creating art and literature. Yet for the most part they participated in the same patriarchal 

gendered practices as Al-e Ahmad. In other words, their gendered subjectivities could not be 
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assessed based on rigid binaries. When it came to their identities, not all of them viewed their 

gendered selves as “Eastern” vs. “Western” and regardless of how they perceived themselves, 

they negotiated their masculinities/femininities in ways that were most consistent with their 

Islamicate societies. Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar, did see themselves as “Eastern” compared to 

their “Western counterparts.” They did often articulate how they operated as an “Eastern” man or 

woman. In contrast, Golestan saw himself not as “Eastern” or “Western” but modern and 

innovative. Yet, he was still bound by the gendered norms of his society when he interacted with 

his intimate circle. 

 In my examination, it is clear that regardless of their self-perception, claims of 

progressivism, or influence, any time that these intellectuals behaved according to their society’s 

established patriarchal gendered expectations, they reinforced the established configuration of 

hegemonic masculinity which in the Pahlavi era was the state- sanctioned Perso-Islamic identity. 

On the other hand, any time that they intentionally or otherwise, rejected their society’s 

patriarchal gendered expectation, they participated in creating the possibility of rupture in the 

hegemonic masculinity of their era. The notion of reinforcing the hegemonic masculinity proved 

to be easier because they simply participated in the performativity that had been established and 

supported by both state and much of civil society. In contrast, “the possibility of rupture” was 

more difficult and complicated since without the validating reactions from others, such 

possibilities could not come to fruition.  

Al-e Ahmad and his intimate circle, regardless of how they identified themselves, 

impacted the hegemonic masculinity of the Pahlavi era by reinforcing certain aspects but also 

creating possibilities of rupture. They negotiated their sense of self in relation to a hegemonic 

masculinity that was intertwined with what they perceived as their “traditional,” “Perso-Islamic” 
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versus “modern” values. In one way or other, these intellectuals reinforced the new configuration 

of Pahlavi era hegemonic masculinity as it related to heteronormativity, the notion of honor, 

piety, sexual morality, and the hierarchy of masculinity and femininity within a now modernized 

nation-state. In addition, these intellectuals’ participations in negotiations of gender hegemony 

occurred in relation to nationalism and the western hegemony of the era. During 1948-1958, the 

young intellectuals Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar appeared to have broken away from traditional 

gendered roles and had made great strides in the public sphere. As a woman, Daneshvar held a 

PhD, travelled to the U.S., taught in Tehran University and was the main breadwinner of their 

household. Al-e Ahmad had broken away from his conservative religious upbringing, challenged 

the policies of the Tudeh party, and whatever his motivation and however unsuccessful, tried to 

challenge societal injustice and authoritarian hierarchies. In their private lives as well, their 

struggles were reflective of their efforts to resolve their own contradictions. On the one hand, 

they tried to be open with each other regarding sex and sexuality and to break away from the 

traditional shamefulness and silence that had been imposed on sex. They also tried to push back 

and expand the expectations that lie between husband and wife. Al-e Ahmad, whether only by lip 

service or genuine intent, tried to change his control over Daneshvar as his wife. The mere fact 

that Daneshvar went to the United States for the span of one year, that she was better educated 

than Al-e Ahmad and the main breadwinner, were difficult non-traditional power relations that 

were negotiated by both parties. When in the United States, Daneshvar also pushed gendered 

boundaries by attempting to appear in gatherings, dance and socialize with men without her 

husband’s presence. At the same time, in many ways they remained or reverted back to the 

traditional gendered power dynamics of a husband and wife; Al-e Ahmad behaved as the 

possessive, angry husband who dominated his wife and Daneshvar confessed that she wanted to 
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be dominated and desired like a doll. Al-e Ahmad dedicated most of his time to producing 

knowledge and writing while Daneshvar carried the burden of being a homemaker and a 

breadwinner. In contrast to their marital private lives, Al-e Ahmad’s short stories turned out to be 

more consistently progressive in their presentation of gender and sexuality. These stories 

challenged hegemonic masculinity because they exposed the vulnerability and fragility of the 

expectations of hegemonic masculinity, emphasized femininity and the upheld patriarchal 

framework. They also exposed the violence, the hypocrisies and the injustices that were inherent 

in the patriarchal framework. However, none of these struggles or possibilities led to any visible 

rupture in the hegemonic masculinity of the Pahlavi era. 

In the next decade (1959-1969), both Al-e Ahmad and Daneshvar were well-established 

writers and intellectuals. They continued to negotiate their sense of self under constraints 

imposed by the state authoritarian policies as well as the political and cultural presence of “the 

West,” namely the United States and northern European countries. In their personal relationship 

as well, they struggled to live true to the principles of gender equality and feminism. Perhaps one 

of the most significant rifts between the couple was Al-e Ahmad’s extra-marital affairs in his trip 

to Europe. These sexual acts were consistent with male privilege in Iran’s society from a religio-

cultural perspective. However, they also created the possibility of rupture because Al-e Ahmad, 

who had stepped outside the constraints of marriage, dared to expose his acts, write about them 

and attempt to publish these experiences. Furthermore, even if only to silence Daneshvar, Al-e 

Ahmad told her to shed her sexual prudishness and sleep with other men. However, once again 

Daneshvar did not in any way keep him accountable by divorcing him or having her own affairs. 

It is true that her reaction was due to her bargaining with the patriarchal framework; in other 

words, in the context of her patriarchal society, it was more strategically beneficial for her to not 
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address Al-e Ahmad’s inconsistencies. Regardless, her inaction, along with Al-e Ahmad’s 

exercise of his male privilege, contributed to the reinforcement of the hegemonic masculinity. In 

addition, Al-e Ahmad had obtained enough status that he had a following especially among some 

of the younger intellectuals. Yet he was also mocked by some of his intellectual counterparts. In 

these relationships, whether he was the desired or the undesirable intellectual, the expectations of 

hegemonic masculinity were perpetuated in the disproportionate power relations which often 

lacked transparency and honesty.  

While in the previous decade, Al-e Ahmad’s writings reflected progressive gender 

politics, in this decade (1959-1969) his writings moved toward embracing a conservative 

religious identity and what he viewed as an “authentic” Islamic context which historically 

consisted of a traditional patriarchal framework in which women were unequal to men and 

instead had “complementary” rights and responsibilities. Although he never made any express 

articulations, it is reasonable to speculate that Al-e Ahmad might have called for a new Perso-

Islamic identity as a last resort to resist the complicated repressions of his society and to gain 

morel legitimacy as a political thinker. Unlike his short stories, his essays and in particular 

Westoxification were received with praise and excitement from Islamists and leftists alike. 

Although there were some oppositions, for the most part these voices of dissent did not publicly 

react to the inconsistencies of Westoxification. Perhaps quite unconsciously, gender and sexuality 

continued to be a central part of his observations, analysis and even his prescribed solutions to 

Iranians’ problems. However, once again, no one engaged with the gendered aspects of his 

writing be it the inconsistencies or its uniqueness. Historically, intellectuals are expected to be 

the forerunners of change in society. Often times, this means that they carry the burden of 

making consistent moves and decisions. In contrast, if they make any inconsistent move, they 
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will lose their exalted position as intellectuals, or their inconsistent positions will be ignored in 

order to preserve that lofty status. Instead of such rigid and dismissive attitudes, it is more useful 

to analyze their power relations and its impact on gendered issues.  

 

Living History: Lessons from Yesterday’s Hegemonic Masculinity  

A few years ago, I was invited to a leftist event to give a talk about Iranian women. I 

began my talk by explaining that at no point in our modern history, be it in the proverbial “East” 

or “West,” have we overthrown or even effectively disrupted patriarchal frameworks. In that 

sense, especially when it comes to gender and sexuality, it is reductive to divide our experiences 

as “Eastern” vs. “Western” and furthermore, as “backward” vs. “liberated” or “civilized.” 

Instead, it is more accurate to recognize that gender and sexuality are negotiated in the 

framework of various local patriarchies. The rest of my talk was an overview of how despite 

various obstacles, women’s rights activists in the Pahlavi era had greatly contributed to the 

struggle toward gender equality, had fully participated in the 1979 Revolution, spoken against 

the left’s cooperation with the Islamist revolutionaries, protested the regressive laws and policies 

of the Islamic Republic and continue to use whatever space they had to move towards equitable 

gendered rights. Afterward, during the Question-and-Answer period, one of the Marxist old 

timers proceeded to give an extensive monologue about how gender is a “wedge issue that 

distracts us” from the real work of class struggle. Similarly, in the context of contemporary Iran, 

at least as reflected in social media and some of the online publications, any time that some 

gendered issue such as mandatory hijab or women’s presence in the stadiums is mentioned, 

people many of whom are themselves women’s rights activists, argue whether these topics are 

necessary issues in the larger context of various struggles and whether the present time is the 
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appropriate time for addressing what they imply is a secondary issue. I bring up these points to 

highlight, although in a different place and to varying degrees, but in some ways similar to those 

revolutionary leftists forty years ago, we are still struggling with the place and relevancy of 

gender and sexuality to the various societal frameworks that appear more urgently connected to 

democratic governance or a more equitable civil society. Partially my intent in this dissertation 

was to demonstrate the centrality of gender and sexuality and its discursive relationship with 

multiple structures of society and link this understanding to contemporary issues.  In other 

words, unlike the Pahlavi era’s prevalent assumption among the revolutionaries and 

intellectuals–that gender and sexuality were specific categories separate from central political 

and social issues –an analysis of Al-e Ahmad’s work and interactions demonstrates that gender 

and sexuality were central to every societal structure and carried out discursive relationships with 

the state and civil institutions; furthermore, they were neither linear nor static concepts. As such 

the possibilities of reinforcing or rupturing the hegemonic masculinity of any era continue to be 

present in every context.  

 The Pahlavi era and the impact of the discussed intellectuals has occurred recently 

enough that they are still urgently relevant to our current circumstances in Iran as well as the 

larger meaning of “East and West”. The analysis through the lens of power relations reveals that 

gender negotiations on both private and public levels are all connected and relevant to how we 

are willing to confront or uphold the patriarchal frameworks. The interactions and power 

relations of Al-e Ahmad, Daneshvar and their intimate circle demonstrate that upholding or 

disrupting hegemonic masculinity and eventually the patriarchal frameworks are not exclusively 

male or female but a matter of unjustly disproportionate power relations. Furthermore, these 

disproportionate gendered power relations do not occur only in a vacuum of intimate 
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interpersonal context. Instead, they are discursively present in our gender practices and  in every 

societal framework. The gendered negotiations of these intellectuals were reflections of these 

discursive relationships which occurred in part in relation to Iran’s status in the global context. It 

can be argued that as they negotiated their internal and external struggles, for the most part, these 

intellectuals only reinforced the hegemonic masculinity of the Pahlavi era. But if we are to look 

at gendered performativity as something that needs repeated performance then it can be counter-

argued that given our connection to our recent past, these disruptions, however unintentional or 

fleeting, bring us closer toward a sustainable rupture of hegemonic masculinity.  

As I write these lines, after twenty years of U.S. occupation, an immeasurable amount of 

human carnage and corporate profit, the United States has most recently pulled out its forces 

from Afghanistan. In a dizzying speed, only a couple of days after the U.S. withdrawal, the 

extremist Muslim group Taliban, took over the capital and Afghanistan. As I write these lines, 

the Taliban have announced that they will soon declare the “Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan” 

from the presidential palace. The Taliban, similar to the revolutionaries of the Pahlavi era, justify 

their position in opposition and as a point of resistance toward western imperialism. Perhaps it 

can be argued that during the time of Jalal Al-e Ahamd we did not have the historical memory 

but today we do have the historical memory. When it comes to gender, the historical lesson of 

the Pahlavi era, the subsequent revolution and its aftermath is to remember that gender justice 

and equality must not be ignored and sacrificed for any reason, including political resistance. In 

case of the Taliban perhaps their positions toward issues of gender and sexuality are so archaic 

and viciously extreme that their illegitimacy is obvious. However the more difficult work is to 

identify the subtleties of our inner oppressors, who might perpetuate seemingly harmless 
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gendered practices and relations that in reality are dangerously leading us to more oppressive 

reconfigurations of patriarchies.
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