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Introduction 

The main title of this chapter refers to the protestors, among them were 

women like Neda Soltan, who were killed by governmental forces during Iran’s post 

election demonstrations in June 2009 and who came to symbolize the Green 

Movement –a diverse and fluid group of social and political activists – and the 

movement’s ideas and visions of the future Iranian state. I see the governmental 

sniper bullets fired during the various demonstrations in 2009 having a collective end: 

to silence the Iranian civil society and by targeting at women like Neda they were 

aimed especially at the country’s women’s rights advocates. The bullets and other 

clamp down techniques applied by the government did not only silence individual 

protestors but also created an atmosphere of fear that consequently paralyzed the 

Iranian organized civil society. I argue that social and political actors, among them 

women’s rights advocates, have survived despite the increasing governmental 

repression that followed the elections, however, everyone had to adapt to the 

increasingly violent political environment and the more organised civil society and 

exercising one’s individual agency have been less public since then. Individual 

women have, however, continued to express themselves and this can be seen as part 

of the wider and older social reform movement that had its momentum in the summer 

                                                        
1
 For Neda documentary, http://www.thisisforneda.com/, last accessed 8/10/2010 

http://www.thisisforneda.com/


 2 

2009. 

The women’s rights movement has been one of the principal actors and 

reformist forces in the Iranian civil society since the Constitutional Revolution of 

1906-1911. However, the people in power have often defined the movement’s 

activities in the civil society and this has compelled activists to seek alternative forms 

of activism in order to continue their work. I begin this paper by outlining the 

movement’s relationship with president Ahmadinejad’s Administration after he 

assumed power in 2005, as this is when the current discourse on gender rights was 

formed. After this I examine the run-up to the 2009 presidential elections that 

presented the women’s rights movement with a window of opportunity to re-energise 

its activities that had suffered from the conservatives’ policies towards civil society 

actors. My attempt is to lay out the ways in which women succeeded to place their 

message and request for reform back on the public agenda and they once again 

became an integral part of a reform movement, in this case of the Green Movement, 

and its direction, content and agenda. Thus, on the one hand, the paper looks at the 

ways in which the women’s rights movement has once again influenced a reform 

movement’s direction and agenda. On the other hand, it examines how the women’s 

rights movement has responded to the repressive political environment that has 

pushed Iranian civil society actors to work in the outskirts of the state, especially after 

2005 and more recently in 2009. The paper draws on the ‘political opportunity’ 

tradition for its framework. This framework makes one consider the impact of 

political environment on social movements and of special interest for the purposes of 

this paper has been two main points that the approach emphasises: 1) how social 

movements’ goals, tactics and agendas evolve depending on the environment in 

which these movements are situated and 2) how movements’ success or outcomes are 



 3 

dependent on the nature of the body politic. My empirical notes are from a fieldwork 

trip in Tehran in the spring 2010. 

Women’s Rights Advocates in Iran  

Activists involved in what is generally known as the Iranian women’s rights 

movement are usually from the middle classes and university educated, otherwise 

they represented a wide spectrum of political and religious views. The movement is 

an informal and fluid group made of individuals and organisations that have been 

involved in the reformist politics since the early 1990s. Within the activists we can 

find two sides to the feminist debate: 1) Islamic feminists who explore the 

possibilities for women’s empowerment that exist within Islam and the Islamic 

Republic and its politico-economic structures; 2) secular feminists who rely on 

secular-liberal framework when exploring women’s possibilities to attain gender 

equality. Secular activists have found it hard to see how Iranian women would gain 

equal rights in the society if the Islamic structures of the state were kept intact. 

Although these two sides may differ on what constitutes ‘women’s rights’ and/or how 

to attain these, at times activists from both sides have worked together. In the 

aftermath of the 2009 presidential elections, women (and men) who had not 

previously been active in the movement found themselves either actively participating 

or sympathising with the movement’s goals. 

Presidential Elections 2005 – The Consequences for the Women’s Rights 

Movement 

When in the spring 2005 the presidential elections were approaching, 

women’s rights activists had to re-think their strategies as they realised that they had 

secured hardly any legal gains while the reformists had been in power. A group of 

women’s rights activists decided that they would not officially support a reformist or 

any other candidate in the presidential elections but instead sought to distance 

themselves from party politics and continue their work by forming an independent 
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coalition. They organised a campaign that called upon a reformed constitution by 

publishing a statement entitled ‘Our Protest Against Violations of Women’s Rights in 

the Iranian Constitution’
2
 and it took the movement’s activism to another level by 

activating other national and diaspora women’s rights groups. As such, many have 

interpreted the 2005 campaign as the beginning of the more organised and 

independent women’s rights movement in the country. Moreover, for the first time in 

its history, the movement framed its demands for gender equality as a constitutional 

problem and claimed that the Iranian constitution was the root cause behind gender 

inequality in the country. The reasoning that the movement used was two-folded. 

Firstly, the constitution is based on Islamic law that allows for interpretations of 

gender relations that reinforce gender inequality.  Secondly, the movement saw the 

constitution impeding the law reforms that the reformists had passed in the Majles to 

change discriminatory laws with regard to women’s legal status. The Iranian 

constitution bestows veto power on the Supreme Leader and the Guardian Council 

and in the period 2000-2004 (the sixth Majles, dominated by the reformists), the 

Council used the prerogative effectively to block most of the reformist concerted bills, 

claiming that they were not in alignment with Islamic criteria. Thus, by framing the 

gender question in constitutional terms, the movement challenged the state, instead of 

reinforcing the reformist/conservative line, to respond to the gender inequality and 

cooperate in the legal and policy reforms. 

Ahmadinejad came to power with his promise of ‘social-justice’ and although 

he had (slightly) addressed gender issues before the elections in order to attract female 

electorate, it soon became clear that his Administration would not address women’s 

social or political rights. One reason for Ahmadinejad’s stand on gender issues was 
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his political base and electorate. In the presidential elections Ahmadinejad had been 

supported by Abadgaran, the Alliance of Developers, a bloc of conservatives that had 

also secured Ahmadinejad’s election as Tehran’s mayor and had previously agitated 

for a harder line on social freedoms. Ahmadinejad’s electorate had been attracted by 

his promise of ‘culture of modesty’ that would reverse president Khatami’s more 

relaxed social atmosphere that had allowed for example women’s less ‘Islamic’ attire 

and the freer mixing of the sexes in public. 

The political atmosphere changed after Ahmadinejad’s ascendancy to power, 

which also consolidated the conservatives’ presence in all the key political 

institutions: local councils in major cities and towns, the Majles, and now the 

presidential seat. In the coming months Ahmadinejad’s populist approach to the 

management of domestic policies (especially of the economy) and aggressive foreign 

policy making created a volatile political atmosphere in the country. The ember of 

Ahmadinejad’s foreign policy has been the country’s nuclear issue, which the 

president and his allies framed as a symbol of national sovereignty and pride. Soon 

after Ahmadinejad assumed power, the international community referred Iran’s 

nuclear programme to the United Nations’ (UN) Security Council and it resulted in 

the first round of sanctions against Iran. Although the country’s nuclear programme 

had been an international issue since president Khatami’s Administration, under 

Ahmadinejad it was linked to the hard-line nationalist discourse that was used as a 

justification to start a crackdown on the internal opposition whose activities 

Ahmadinejad quickly labelled as ‘threats to national security’. 

Women’s rights advocates were one of the civil society groups that were 

targeted in this atmosphere. One of the first changes that came to affect the 

movement’s activities was the new Administration’s decision to put the Centre for 
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Women’s Participation Affairs under a new conservative director and rename as the 

Center for Women and Family Affairs in 2006. The newly organised Center 

commenced a blackmailing campaign against women’s rights advocates, replaced 

previous educational publications with propaganda and later in 2007, the second 

director under Ahmadinejad, Zohreh Tabibzadeh Nouri declared, to the 

disappointment of many women’s rights advocates, that she would not support the 

ratifying of CEDAW as long as she was in charge of the Center. 

In June 2006 the women’s rights movement was planning to organise a protest 

to commemorate the first anniversary of their campaign of constitutional reform. Prior 

to the protest, the movement published a list of specific points that needed revision: a 

ban on polygamy, equal rights for women and men in marriage, equal rights in 

divorce, joint custody of children after divorce, an increase of women’s marital age to 

18 years, equal rights for women when they witness in legal cases and equal 

employment opportunities. However, the demonstration was violently dispersed by 

the security forces before it could start. The planned demonstration intensified state 

repression and the conservatives began to deliberalise political space where women’s 

rights activists could no longer continue their work. In the coming months the 

crackdown on women was extended to almost every sphere of their activism; NGO 

working with women gradually lost their licenses or they could no longer secure 

enough resources to continue their work as sponsors withdrew their financial support 

in the fear of state reprisal, female media suffered as several publications and 

websites were shut down and arbitrary arrests of women’s rights activists continued to 

increase. 

The conservatives attacked women also in the legal sphere. The conservative 

wing in the Majles has campaigned for a new family law, the Family Protection Bill, 
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that would, for instance, grant husbands the right to take a second wife and practice 

temporary marriage without consulting their first wife. The Majles has also proposed 

a decrease in the years that girls need to finish their elementary and secondary 

education, quotas on female students entering universities and cuts in female 

employees working hours in governmental offices so women would have more time 

to carry out their duties at home. At the moment the bill is on hold. 

As Ziba Mir-Hosseini observed in 2006, with the election of Ahmadinejad and 

the consolidation of the conservative power, gender politics entered a new phase in 

Iran. Firstly, reformist clerics and their opinions carried no weight with the newly 

elected conservatives. Secondly, there were no women left in state-institutions who 

would campaign for reforms in gender rights. Islamist women’s rights activists who 

used to lobby governmental and religious authorities were no longer in a position to 

do so (Mir-Hosseini 2006). Although doors to the chambers of the governmental 

officials were closed, women adapted to the new political context and sought both 

societal and international support for their cause by extending their work outside the 

state institutions. Moreover, as Mir-Hosseini has noted, women’s demands for gender 

equality grew only stronger after they were pushed to work outside the civil society 

(Ibid.).  Also, as a women’s rights advocate described the situation: 

‘We never had official representation within the state structures but after Ahmadinejad we 

were faced a new situation: we now had absolutely no access to the authorities. However, I 

think we needed this; we had to take a step back and re-assess our strategies and goals. In the 

mid-2000s we might have lost one venue for gender reform but this didn’t mean that our work 

would stop, we just needed to adapt to the new reality.’ (Interview with the author, Tehran 

2010) 

 

Presidential Elections of 2009 – A New Window of Opportunity Emerges 

The presidential elections of 2009 were widely seen as a referendum on 

president Ahmadinejad’s economic and foreign policies that had divided the nation. 

The women’s movement saw a window of opportunity to emerge in the run-up to the 
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elections and the movement re-activated itself and worked together with various 

women’s groups, civil rights advocates, NGOs, political activists and trade unions 

who came to form a broad coalition under one banner called “Women’s 

Convergence”. Like in the previous presidential elections in 2005, the coalition 

decided not to throw its support behind any of the candidates but asked for their 

individual responses to the following questions: firstly, what was the presidential 

candidates’ position to the signing of CEDAW, and second, if they were willing to 

revise all local discriminatory laws (Articles 19-21 and 115 of the constitution) 

against women. The campaign managed to bring the gender issues back on political 

agendas as candidates found it almost impossible not to address gender questions in 

their campaigns, the coalition’s campaign also raised awareness among ordinary men 

and women and re-energised the women’s rights movement after a period of low-

profile work. As a NGO worker described the pre-election atmosphere a year later:  

“Gender issue were no longer “black and white”. Even in my own family I now argued about 

gender relations and roles with my father. I think this is an important step to take and it could 

initiate change in the society. When certain customs are being debated, discussed, or 

questioned, it might be possible to change them. In the long run this might contribute to 

changes in laws. Any change must come from inside, not from above or from outside. If the 

push for change comes from inside it is harder for the government to ignore it.” (Interview 

with the author, Tehran 2010) 

 

Green Women  

The aftermath of the Iran’s presidential elections, the so called Green 

Revolution, that took people to the streets to demonstrate against the rigged elections, 

dominated Iran’s political scene well into the year 2010 and the movement continues 

to be operational. The Green Movement gave many people hope that some of the 

conservative laws, social and cultural norms and rules would be relaxed as a 

consequence of the revival of the Iranian society. For a while it seemed that the 

movement was able to challenge the more conservative segments inside the ruling 
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establishment and even within the wider society. Women’s presence in the street 

demonstrations and in the Green Movement itself painted a picture of possible 

reforms happening also in the sphere of gender relations. I argue that the involvement 

of the women’s movement in the Green Revolution is also reflected in the Green 

Movement’s direction, content and agenda. The state repression that followed the 

demonstrations and that came to paralyse large parts of the Iranian civil society was 

seen as a slap in the face of many women’s rights activists. However, the women’s 

movement’s influence continues inside the Green Movement at least in four different 

ways. 

Firstly, women’s participation in the Green Revolution was reflected in the 

means of resistance that we saw in the street demonstrations and later in the Green 

Movement’s campaigning. Unlike other civil society movements in Iran, such as the 

student movement, women’s rights activists have hardly ever resorted to violent 

resistance. Women’s campaigning has included various forms of civil disobedience 

such as sit-ins, boycotts, publications and grassroots campaigning, to name a few. The 

majority of the Green Movement’s activities in the summer 2009 were borrowed from 

the women’s movements’ repertoire of contention and were non-violent and non-

confrontial in their nature – examples range from rooftop chants at night to street 

demonstrations that took place in symbolic places (such a the walks from the 

Enghelab (Revolution) to the Azadi (Freedom) Square) – but at the same time these 

activities carried historical and political messages to the authorities. 

The second element that the women’s movement brought with them to the 

Green Movement was the way women’s rights advocates have been able to transcend 

the lines between secularity and religion and social classes in their organisation. In the 

run-up to the elections, women abandoned the old divisions (religious/secular) that 
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had at times obstructed alliance formation in the women’s movement. The Coalition 

that was formed prior to the 2009 elections demonstrated that secular and religious 

women could and would work together in order to build an alliance to promote 

political reform – reform that does not jeopardize itself by actors’ ideological or 

socio-economic backgrounds. This alliance building was later reflected in the Green 

Movement’s membership that brought together not only activists and politicians from 

different political and ideological affiliations but also students, workers, secular and 

religious constituencies who found the Green Movement and its agenda to echo their 

views of the country’s future.  

The women’s movement has always linked its goals to the general 

democratisation of Iran’s social and political life and as such it has been one of the 

driving forces within the reformist movement. This was a third element that women 

brought with them to the Green Movement. What in June 2009 began as a simple 

request for a vote recount evolved in the Green Movement into a demand for 

democratic reform of the state’s political, social and economic structures. As the 

green women in the movement have emphasised, this should not be misunderstood 

with Western liberal democratic projects – these women are keen to emphasise the 

long history of Iranian political activism since the Constitutional Revolution of 1906 

and how they can be seen as an extension of it (Feminist School, 2009)
 
. The women’s 

rights movement basic demands have centered around basic rights and freedoms such 

as civil and political rights including the right to rational governance and the right to 

participate freely and equally in the political process. The movement has always been 

endogenous and drawn on Iranian socio-political thought to justify its claims for 

gender equality. Similarly, the movement has never asked women to make a choice 

between Islam and Western secular feminism and this was resonated in the Green 
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Movement as well – it is an indigenous movement that builds its strategical frames, 

language and political agenda on Iran’s national, Islamic and secular political thought 

and history.  

The fourth element that women brought with them when they joined the Green 

Movement was their long-tradition of a more egalitarian reading of religious texts. 

Women’s rights advocates in Iran have for a long time worked with the religious 

establishment and independently interpreted religious texts to demand gender equality 

and individual social and political rights. The Green Movement employed the same 

strategy in order to communicate their resistance and demonstrate that, although they 

were challenging the election results, they were not going against the state. By using 

religious slogans and referring to religious texts, the Movement has emphasised its 

non-oppositional stand against the authorities. The Movement has been keen to send 

out a message that emphasised that Iran could be democratic, modern and Islamic at 

the same time. 

Silencing the Civil Society 

 In order to silence the Green Movement, the authorities violently 

cleared the streets and used arbitrary arrests to target human rights activists, NGO 

workers, artists, academics, women’s rights advocates, journalists, students and 

lawyers. By September 2009 the number of arrested had reached 4,000 people and it 

went up again after the Ashura demonstrations in December 2009. A new technique 

used by the regime was the targeting of family members – especially children – 

instead of the activist him/herself and this effectively stopped many activists from 

continuing their work. Another way to silence activists inside the country was to put 

them under house arrest and keep them away from their supporters and venues of 

participation. Some people found it safer to leave the country and the number of 
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Iranian exiles in the west went up again, however, as one of my interviewees noted, in 

a way this played into the hands of the regime  - the activists would no longer be 

stirring the situation inside the country. The state violence has continued until today 

but has slightly changed its nature as the authorities have installed long-standing 

methods of repression – such as the set up basij units in primary schools to familiarise 

the students with the Basij culture. A NGO worker, who I interviewed in the spring 

2010, described the current situation as the ‘militarisation of society’. Her comment 

summarises the situation in the aftermath of the state repression:  

‘The regime succeeded in what they set out to do in June. The organised civil society has now 

disappeared, unless you count the very few who are still courageous enough – or who have 

nothing to lose. But they managed to silence us. People are far too scared to organise 

demonstrations, especially after the Ashura demonstrations (December 2009). People are 

scared to show that they are against the regime. The fact that people have no idea what 

happened to their friends or family is an extremely strong and efficient tool to keep people 

down. And we don’t really know who we are fighting for if we decide to go out and protest. 

Who will defend me? Mousavi? I don’t think so.’(Interview with the author, Tehran 2010) 

 

The state repression achieved what it was programmed to accomplish. In the 

spring 2010, the organised civil society was silenced and paralysed. The type of 

collective actions such as large rallies and civil society campaigns one saw in the 

spring and summer 2009 had disappeared. While many of the civil society activists 

had to exit the public arena after the state repression, others have continued their 

work, like the group Mourning Mothers (Madaran-e Azadar). Women who lost their 

children – either through state-organised kidnappings, killings or prisoning – formed a 

group who meets one in a week in the Laleh Park in Tehran. They have claimed that 

they will continue the meetings until all the children have been released or recovered. 

The state-security forces continuously harass and arrest these women but they have 

continued their sit-ins to the present. Another example of women’s activism was the 

letters to male political prisoners from their wives and daughters. Mousavi’s 

Facebook page and women’s groups published these letters online and they were 
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made public so that everyone could read them. They were letters that showed 

women’s love and physical longing to their husbands but they also discussed 

questions of freedom and justice in the society – questions that were also directed 

towards the regime.  

Some of these techniques are not novel to civil society actors in Iran but what 

we can see in the aftermath of the large scale state repression is that new actors – who 

had not been active in the political realm before – continued to exercise their agency. 

The state had proved to be powerful – but there remained locations where that power 

was maybe slightly ‘thinner’ than in other locations. And it is precisely in these 

locations where actors have stayed active and pursuing their goals in the society. As 

Holt has noted, civil society actors are usually very much aware that establishing 

themselves in civil society is a creative process that requires negotiation and 

renegotiation (Holt 2003).  

The Green Movement and by extension its women have not disappeared from 

Iran’s political scene although its performativity has suffered due to the state-

repression. Women have been active participants in shaping the movement and have 

activated new sectors of the society to participate in political and social debates and as 

such the Green Movement is still finding its form and final agenda. The movement 

represents one era in the Iranian reformist politics and the current regime will find it 

hard to ignore it and its constituency. 
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