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This study analyzes the political and social discourses surrounding women's activism
in Iran from the Islamic Revolution to the present. Women, as half of the population,
play a fundamental role in major political and social decision-making processes. The
research examines the various governmental discourses and the role of women within
these discourses, analyzing their impact on women's activism. During the Reformist
administration led by Mohammad Khatami, slogans such as "civil society" and "rule
of law" aimed to reform political and social institutions and enhance women's
participation in public spheres. However, structural issues and the gap between theory
and practice hindered the full realization of these goals. Under Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad's presidency, a focus on "family" and "justice," coupled with an emphasis
on women's traditional roles as wives and mothers, was aligned with an anti-Western
stance. This administration prioritized preserving traditional family structures and
reducing international engagement on women's rights, presenting a one-dimensional
image of women as family-dependent beings. During Hassan Rouhani's administration,
with slogans like "moderation” and "sustainable development,” efforts were made to
improve women's conditions. However, economic and social challenges led to limited
progress and ongoing struggles. The Thirteenth Administration, led by Ebrahim Raisi
with the slogan "popular government," proposed programs to improve women's
conditions, particularly in employment and socio-political participation. Nevertheless,
high unemployment rates and structural barriers remain significant challenges. This
study demonstrates that governmental discourses have had a direct and significant
impact on women's socio-political activism in Iran, and shifts in these discourses have
played a crucial role in shaping the current status of women in the country.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Women’s socio-political activism in post-Islamic Revolution Iran has undergone significant
transformations, heavily influenced by shifting governmental discourses. The role of women as socio-
political agents is deeply embedded in the cultural and political frameworks of the country. This study
critically analyzes the evolution of these discourses and their impact on women's activism through a
critical discourse analysis approach, emphasizing language and ideology in power dynamics. The findings
reveal that while some governmental periods have attempted to enhance women’s roles in society, others
have restrained their participation under traditional or ideological pretexts.

The study identifies the Reformist era under President Mohammad Khatami as a significant turning
point. With slogans such as “civil society” and “rule of law,” the administration sought to reform political
and social institutions to bolster women’s participation in public spheres. However, structural barriers and
the gap between rhetoric and practice hindered the realization of these goals. Scholars argue that reforms
during this period were marked by a tension between modernist aspirations and traditionalist constraints,
limiting their impact on gender equity (Mirabi et al., 2022). Furthermore, the administration’s approach to
gender inclusivity often remained theoretical, as real structural changes required broader systemic reform
(Movahed et al., 2008).

Under the presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the discourse shifted significantly toward
emphasizing traditional family values and justice. The administration advocated for women’s primary
roles as mothers and wives, aligning with an anti-Western stance. Programs aimed at preserving traditional
family structures and reducing international engagement on women’s rights showcased this paradigm.
Critics argue that this approach sidelined women’s potential as independent socio-political agents and
perpetuated a one-dimensional view of gender roles (Panahi & Bani Fatemeh, 2015). The emphasis on
traditional family structures, while culturally resonant, overlooked the aspirations of women seeking to
balance family life with socio-political engagement (Afsharpour et al., 2022).

The administration of Hassan Rouhani marked another shift, introducing the discourse of
“moderation” and “sustainable development.” Efforts were made to improve women's conditions,
particularly in employment and political participation. However, economic challenges and social
resistance often impeded progress. Despite advancements in women’s access to education and managerial
roles, gender equity in practice remained elusive. The tension between modernist policies and entrenched
patriarchal norms continued to pose significant barriers, as documented in prior analyses of gender-
focused governmental strategies (Moradi et al., 2019). Scholars highlight that while policy initiatives under
Rouhani appeared inclusive, they often lacked the institutional support necessary to achieve substantive
outcomes (Shokr Beigi & Hossein Panahi, 2022).

The Thirteenth Administration under Ebrahim Raisi introduced the slogan “popular government,”
which promised programs to enhance women's socio-political and economic conditions. However,
challenges such as high unemployment rates among women and systemic structural barriers persisted.
Initiatives targeting women’s employment and entrepreneurial opportunities faced significant obstacles
due to the broader economic and cultural context. The lack of cohesive policy implementation often
undermined the potential for meaningful change (Nosrat Kharazmi et al., 2020). Moreover, critics argue that
without addressing the underlying socio-cultural constraints, such initiatives are unlikely to result in
sustainable improvements (Mirhosseini & Abbaspour, 2023).




Korayi et al. Journal of Social-Political Studies of Iran’s Culture and History: In Press (2024) 1-15

The study underscores the critical role of discourse in shaping women’s socio-political activism in
Iran. Each administration has framed its policies through distinct ideological lenses, which directly
influenced women’s agency in society. For example, while some administrations sought to empower
women through participation in political and economic spheres, others reinforced traditional roles that
confined women’s contributions to familial contexts. This duality reflects the broader struggle between
modernist and traditionalist forces within Iranian society (Touraine, 2022). The interplay between policy,
ideology, and socio-cultural expectations remains a defining feature of women’s activism in Iran.

In conclusion, this research highlights the necessity of bridging the gap between rhetoric and
implementation in governmental policies toward women. While discourse analysis reveals significant
insights into ideological shifts, the practical implications of these shifts require further exploration. For
policymakers, addressing structural inequalities and fostering inclusive institutional frameworks are
essential steps toward achieving gender equity.
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