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ABSTRACT 

From Top-Down Interventions to Community-Based Practices: Gender and Social 

Transformations in Rural Iran 

Mozhdeh Babagoli, Ph.D. 

Concordia University, 2025 

This dissertation investigates the transformation of gendered land relations in rural Iran over the 

past seven decades, with a particular focus on the Caspian provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran. 

It examines how state-led agrarian reforms, especially those implemented during the White 

Revolution (1962-1971), alongside more recent grassroots initiatives in the 2010s and early 

нлнлǎΣ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘΣ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛƻ-economic visibility. 

Bridging historical analysis, ethnographic fieldwork, and digital ethnography, the study draws on 

both archival data and intergenerational family narratives to trace the ways in which rural women 

have been systematically marginalized in formal land policy while also participating in and 

imagining more equitable, ecologically grounded alternatives. The research is grounded in 

ecofeminist, postcolonial feminist, and rural sociological frameworks. It critiques development 

paradigms that overlook the significance of subsistence labour and care work, and it exposes the 

gendered biases embedded in Iranian land entitlement and agrarian policy. The study also 

explores the contemporary back-to-the-land movement in northern Iran, largely led by urban-

educated youth, as a site of both opportunity and tension. These mostly family-run ecological 

farms are examined for their potential to revalue care labour and promote more equitable 

gender and class dynamics, particularly as many turn to agritourism to support financial 

sustainability. While enhancing the financial sustainability of these small-scale economies, this 

strategy often entails the commodification of traditional rural life, including gendered roles and 

expectations rooted in cultural memory. Overall, this dissertation provides a contextualized 

understanding of how rural women navigate systemic constraints by situating rural 

transformations in Iran within broader global debates on land, gender, and environmental 

justice, as well as the exercise of agency and the articulation of alternative futures through 

everyday practices and shifting socio-political imaginaries.  
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мΦмΦ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǝƻƴ 

The dissertation explores the evolving gender dynamics and land relations in rural Iran, from 

post-World War II agrarian reforms of the 1960s and 1970s to contemporary grassroots 

movements of the 2010s and 2020s. Specifically, the research looks at how state-led 

development programs and more recent eco-conscious movements have shaped gender roles, 

land ownership, and ecological narratives and practices in the northern provinces of Gilan and 

Mazandaran. By focusing on gender and land dynamics across seven decades, the study reveals 

how agricultural modernization and state policies that favour men, intertwined with patriarchal 

mechanisms in response to widespread changes, have marginalized women from agricultural 

production, restricting their access to land and credit.  

!ǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

social positions and identities in rural Iran, particularly in the wake of large-scale development 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ²ƘƛǘŜ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ όмфсо) and the subsequent, mostly 

family-run ecological initiatives. I seek to both critique the top-down development models of the 

pastτwhich to some extents are still supported and implemented by the governmentτand 

examine new emerging forms of gendered land relations that reflect a shift towards more 

inclusive, ecologically sensitive practices. By investigating how rural communities navigate state-

led agrarian reforms and community-driven changes, the project situates these transformations 

within broader global discussions on gender, development, and ecofeminism. 

The theoretical framework of the dissertation draws heavily from ecofeminism, which critiques 

the exploitation of both women and nature under patriarchal capitalism. This lens highlights the 

ǳƴŘŜǊǾŀƭǳŜŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛƴ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ŦŀǊƳƛƴgτoften marginalized in 

formal economic and agricultural policiesτand explores the potential of newer practices in 

terms of the ecological and gender dynamics they offer. By examining local agricultural practices 

in northern Iran, the research contributes to the growing scholarly discourse on gender and 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜέ ǊǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ƳƻǊŜ ŜǉǳƛǘŀōƭŜ 

land relations. 
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The research also engages with postcolonial feminist critiques, which argue that international 

development programs, particularly agrarian reforms, have exacerbated gender inequality by 

prioritizing male-dominated industrial agriculture over traditional female farming practices. This 

dissertation highlights how these reforms have not only transformed rural livelihoods but have 

also perpetuated existing gender hierarchies, sidelining women from the very processes that 

shape their communities. 

By examining local narratives, including those of women in eco-farms, the dissertation aims to 

shed light on the potential of grassroots, gender-sensitive, and ecologically conscious agricultural 

practices. It seeks to demonstrate how these movements challenge the legacy of patriarchal and 

capitalist land use models and propose more just community-based alternatives. In doing so, the 

dissertation situates itself within ongoing debates in gender studies, ecofeminism, and rural 

sociology, contributing a unique case study from northern Iran that adds depth to broader 

scholarly discussions on land reform, gender equality, and environmental practices. 

To guide the reader through this inquiry, the present chapter outlines the objectives of the 

research and the overall structure of the dissertation. Within this introduction, I also present the 

socio-historical context of the study, my personal connection to the research by situating myself 

and reflecting on my positionality, and the socio-geographic characteristics of the studied region. 

These elements are essential for understanding the complex relationships between gender, land, 

and rural practices in Iran, particularly since the agrarian reforms of the 1960s, which form the 

overarching focus of this dissertation. By grounding the study in personal reflections and the 

specific regional context, the chapter bridges the broader socio-political narratives with the lived 

experiences of rural communities. 

With this foundation laid, the study moves on to examine the shifting gender dynamics within 

Iranian agriculture, spanning from the post-World War II state-led agrarian reforms of 1962ς1971 

to contemporary grassroots movements that have emerged in the northern provinces of Gilan 

and Mazandaran during the 2010s and early 2020s. By drawing on literature on gender in agrarian 

settings, the materialization of farmers and the embodiment of their socio-economic roles, 

ecofeminism, care labour, and subsistence practices, this study aims to challenge Iranian 
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development narratives on gender relations and divisions of labour within agricultural 

households, which too often overlook internal complexities and differences. It questions the 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŦŀǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŦǊŀƳŜǎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ 

subsidiary to agricultural production. By exploring the gendered dimensions of land and 

ecological practices within Iranian culture and rural development literature, the study highlights 

their shifting dynamics across historical contexts, investigating how gender roles, identities, and 

power dynamics both shape and are shaped by land use, regulatory frameworks, ownership, and 

cultural meanings over time. 

This study brings insights into the socio-cultural and environmental transformations that have 

taken place in across northern Iran, particularly in the context of land reform and broader 

historical and political shifts. In addition to highlighting gender as an underexplored aspect of 

Iranian land reform and examining more eco-conscious practices, this research contributes to the 

broader scholarly discourse on gender, ecology, and social justice. It reveals how emerging 

άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜέ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ LǊŀƴ can inform global discussions on environmental and gender 

equality. By exploring ecofeminism, it establishes a framework for analyzing how local 

agricultural and ecological practices reflect and prefigure more equitable power relations 

between genders, as well as between humans and the environment. 

The Iranian land reform, as part of the broader social reforms known as the White Revolution 

(1963), brought about a significant transformation in rural Iran. It altered agricultural practices, 

land ownership, and social order by abolishing the landlordism (Iranian feudalism), redistributing 

ƭŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƳŀƭŜ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ customary land rights. The reforms 

ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƭŀƴŘ ƭŀǿǎΣ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ 

health and hygiene services, reduced infant and maternal mortality rates, contributed to the 

disintegration of extended family systems, raised literacy levels, and opened opportunities for 

women in the formal non-agricultural sector. 

By tracing the transformations that unfolded in the aftermath of land reform, this chapter not 

only contextualizes the broader historical forces at play but also highlights their enduring effects 

on the daily lives and identities of women in rural Iran. To address these complex changes, it 
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invites reflection on key questions that permeate the study: How did women in northern Iran 

transition from peasants to citizens and housewives? How did agriculture become increasingly 

masculinized through credit allocation, gender-specific training, and shifts in access to land and 

crops during the land reforms of 1962ς1971 and subsequent agricultural development 

programs? In what ways did access to free education facilitate class mobility, allowing women to 

seek work beyond agriculture? In what ways did the revolution, Iraq-Iran war (1980-1988), and 

post-war period reshape societal expectations and the image of women? Finally, how are 

contemporary practices seeking to revive indigenous knowledges and cultivate more ecologically 

sensitive and gender-conscious relationships with rural land? 

мΦнΦ aȅ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŬŜƭŘ 

When I decided to explore the impact of agrarian reforms on gender relations in agriculture in 

northern Iran, alongside the potential for new practices affecting gender dynamics, a friend of 

mine introduced me to a couple managing the Barzigardi project. This initiative had established 

the Dasbagh eco-farm as its focal point in Langarud County, located in eastern Gilan, Iran. I made 

two trips to Iran in the fall of 2019 and during the winter and spring of 2020, volunteering with 

this initiative. Through my involvement with them, I also learned about Mirafarm, a local 

initiative focused on natural honey production, run by a couple who had migrated to the 

Langarud area.  

To study these spaces, I applied a combination of participatory and historical archival methods, 

which allowed me to move fluidly between lived experience and systemic analysis. Besides 

staying at the eco-farm and participating in everyday agricultural and construction activities, I 

spent time with local villagers and conducted more than 20 interviews, alongside visits to two 

tea factories where I interviewed and filmed three personnel (including the owner, a technical 

expert, and the logistics and maintenance manager). In keeping with ethical research practices, 

ŀƭƭ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ǇǎŜǳŘƻƴȅƳǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

privacy. I recorded formal interviews on my phone, while less formal ones were documented 

through note-taking. To complement these materials, I kept a daily field journal and 
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systematically coded it alongside my notes, transcribed interviews, and trip records from 2019 

and 2020, which detail interactions, daily activities, and observations of agricultural, social, and 

gendered dynamics. 

In addition to field engagement, I conducted content analysis of newspapers and journals, 

parliamentary records, and legislation, sources that hold particular significance for understanding 

how official rhetoric shaped agrarian and gender relations. This multi-scalar approach unfolded 

in stages: the historical stage of the research sought to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of gender and social transformations in rural Iran, while the participatory stage 

relied on in-depth, semi-structured interviews ǿƛǘƘ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŀǎōŀƎƘΩǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 

volunteers, complemented by my own ethnographic, hands-on experiences of everyday 

processes and practices. The combination of oral histories, participant observation, and 

documentary analysis enabled me to situate everyday practices in relation to broader state 

projects and economic transformations. 

This methodological flexibility became especially critical during my second trip. Unlike my first 

visit, when I was based with the Barzigardi couple, this time I lived independently, which 

expanded my opportunities to participate in agricultural and non-agricultural activities in 

multiple villages throughout Langarud County, often facilitated by my landlords. In addition to 

tŀƪƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎŜŀǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ Řŀƛƭȅ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ L ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǊǎΩ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

experiences with the land reform of the 1960s and 1970s and their reflections on the 

demographic, gender, and economic changes that had occurred since. 

Most of my time, however, was spent at Dasbagh. In the local Gilaki1 ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ά5ŀǎōŀƎƘέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ 

to a within-reach, accessible, or easy-to-manage garden, often tended by women to grow 

vegetables and summer crops. Dasbagh, located in Liserud village, Langarud County, spans 

around 6000 square metres and embraces a 100-year-old wooden mansion at its heart.  

 
1 !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ 9ƴŎȅŎƭƻǇŀŜŘƛŀ LǊŀƴƛŎŀΣ άDƛƭŀƪƛΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǘǿƻ Ƴŀƛƴ ŘƛŀƭŜŎǘ ǘȅǇŜǎΣ ŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
{ŀŦƛŘǊǹŘ wƛǾŜǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ōƻǊŘŜǊΣ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ŀǎǇƛŀƴ ǎǳōƎǊƻǳǇέ ŀƴŘ άƛǎ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ōȅ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ǘƘǊŜŜ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ 
people as a first or second laƴƎǳŀƎŜέ ό9ƴŎȅŎƭƻǇŀŜŘƛŀ LǊŀƴƛŎŀ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΣ нлмнŀύΦ 
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The land and mansionτƻƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ ƪƘŀƴ όŀ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻŦ ¢ǳǊƪƛŎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ 

historically used for male lords in Persian and Gilaki cultures)τhad stood abandoned for nearly 

a decade before being purchased by a couple in 2018. One partner, with familial ties to a nearby 

village but raised in the city, and the other, whose diverse heritage spans central, western, and 

ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ ǎǇŜƴǘ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƴŜŀǊ ¢ŜƘǊŀƴΣ ǿŜǊŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ƭŀȅŜǊŜŘ 

history and potential. Collaborating with local builders and artisans, they began restoring the 

mansion and its adjacent structures. At the time of my fieldwork, renovations were still 

underway. Alongside their efforts to transform the space into a homestay, the couple also took 

up agricultural work, including permaculture gardening, tea and citrus cultivation, and, 

eventually, poultry farming. 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǾƛǎƛǘΣ L ǎǘŀȅŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜƴǘŜŘ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ !ƎƘŀ !ƭƛǎŀǊŀΣ hǘŀƎƘǾŀǊ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΣ 

Langarud, as the mansion was not yet habitable. On my second visit, which lasted three months 

and coincided with the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, I lived in a shared house in Mordidan 

village, Kumeleh District, near Dasbagh. This second stay marked a deeper immersion: my time 

in Langarud County involved not only active participation in the renovation of Dasbaghτhelping 

thatch walls and build hedgesτbut also daily and seasonal agricultural work, such as hand-

ǇƛŎƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘŜŀΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩǎ ŜŎƻ-farming efforts also opened doors for me to engage 

with local environmental groups, including Nooj Nature School in the neighbouring Mazandaran 

province and the Iranian Cheetah Society. 

During my second trip, which took place during the pandemic, I spent two weeks in quarantine 

in my rented place in Mordidan village before joining the eco-farm. What began as a limitation 

evolved into an unexpected site of fieldwork. This quarantine period deepened my relationship 

with my landlords, a semi-retired couple whose children were around my age but lived 

elsewhereτone in Langarud city and the other outside the province. Travel restrictions, 

implemented shortly after I signed my lease, prevented their children from visiting, further 

strengthening our bond. We spent time together over meals and in the garden on a daily basis.  

¢ƘŜ ŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ƘŀŘ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ǾŜƴŘƻǊǎΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǊƛŎǘ 

social distancing measuresτespecially for older residentsτlimited my ability to connect with the 
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wider community. However, my landlords welcomed me into their social circle, introducing me 

to relatives, spending time in their shop, and even inviting me to attend funeral ceremonies with 

them. Through these connections, I was introduced to several villagers, visited a local tea factory, 

and observed land preparation with various families. I was also invited to join in transplanting 

activities. During my time in Langarud County, I visited numerous villages in Langarud County, 

including Kumeleh, Shalman, Qazi Mahalleh, Solush, Haji Sara, Kharashtom, Parashkuh, Kulak 

Mahalleh, Leyla Kuh, and Otaghvar, where I took part in both agricultural and non-agricultural 

activities. 

¢ƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǇ ƭŜŦǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ 

helped me forge a deeper connection with the community, making my integration into village 

life smoother. The fact that my parents are from Mazandaran, a neighbouring province, also 

facilitated this connection. Mazani,2 the predominant native language in Mazandaran, is closely 

related to Gilaki (Mazani, itself, is often referred to as Geleki by its speakers), and the cultural 

practices and beliefs of the people from Mazandaran and Gilan are deeply intertwined (Borjian 

& Borjian, 2023; Azimi; 2017; Lahijani; 2015).  

These historical and cultural links date back centuries, as both Mazandaran and Gilan were 

among the regions that remained outside the control of the Islamic Empire for over two hundred 

years following the fall of the Sassanid Empire (224ς651). Even after becoming part of the Islamic 

world, they retained a degree of local autonomy for several centuries, including self-governing 

administrative systems. One enduring expression of this continuity is found in the calendars 

preserved by local communitiesτnow referred to as the Tabari calendar in Mazandaran and the 

Deylami or Galeshi calendar in Gilan. These solar calendars not only structured the agricultural 

cycles of the region but also reflected the deep integration of seasonal rhythms into daily life. 

They are offset by approximately fifteen days, beginning on July 24 in Mazandaran and August 9 

 
2 aŀȊŀƴƛ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴƛΣ ¢ŀōŀǊƛΣ ŀƴŘ Dƛƭŀƪƛ άƛǎ ŀ bƻǊǘƘǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ƛƴ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŀƴ 
by more than 2 million speakers primarily in Mazandaran province (south of the Caspian Sea). The three 
neighbo[u]ring provinces of Semnan, Golestan, and Tehran are also home to relatively large numbers of 
aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴƛ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎέ ό¢ƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ !ǊƛȊƻƴŀ ²ŜōǎƛǘŜύΦ 
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in GilanτŘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƻŦŦǎŜǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ DƛƭŀƴΩǎ 

cooler climate, which pushes the agricultural calendar slightly later. 

Both calendars mark the arrival of spring with important celebrations. The Tabari calendar, in 

particular, aligns more precisely with the vernal equinox, similar to the Jalali calendar currently 

used across Iran. Celebrations marking the transition from winter to spring are significant, often 

featuring bonfires and a custom known as Marmeh, in which the first person to enter the home 

after the new year is symbolically important. Traditionally, a child from the household is chosen 

to bring good fortune. The child leaves the home and is then welcomed backτoften taking place 

on the farmτwith gifts and embraces, a gesture meant to ensure a joyful and prosperous year 

ahead (Ahmadzadeh & Mohandespour, 2017; Borjian & Borjian, 2023). 

These calendars were more than just timekeeping tools; they were closely embedded in the 

regional economy and everyday livelihood. Even after the introduction of the highly accurate 

Jalali calendar during the reign of Malik-Shah I (1072ς1092), the third Seljuk King, the local 

calendars retained their cultural importance. The Jalali calendar, later modified and Islamized 

into the Solar Hijri ŎŀƭŜƴŘŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ŜǇƻŎƘŀƭ ŘŀǘŜ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘΩǎ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ aŜŎŎŀ 

to Medina, began to be used officially during the Qajar era (1794ς1925). However, with the 

expansion of public education and the cultural assimilation policies implemented in the public 

school system since the Pahlavi era (1925ς1979),3 the observance of these local calendars has 

declined among younger generations. 

This sense of familiarity and shared heritage often surfaced in my interactions. For example, once, 

L ǿŀǎ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 5ŀǎōŀƎƘΩǎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƳŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ǿŀǎ ŦǊƻƳΦ ²ƘŜƴ L ǎŀƛŘ L 

ǿŀǎ ŦǊƻƳ .ŀōƻƭΣ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴΣ ǎƘŜ ǎƳƛƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά¢ƘŜƴ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎΣέ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƛŦ L ŎƻǳƭŘ 

speak Mazani. Upon hearing my positive response, our conversation shifted between Gilaki and 

Mazaniτshe spoke in Gilaki, and I replied in Mazani. It is worth noting that the eastern Gilaki 

dialect spoken in Langarud County, also known as Bie Pish Gilaki, is so heavily influenced by 

 
3 tŀƘƭŀǾƛ Řȅƴŀǎǘȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŦƻǊƳŜǊ ǊǳƭƛƴƎ Řȅƴŀǎǘȅ ƻŦ LǊŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ǊǳƭŜǊǎΥ wŜȊŀ YƘŀƴ όǊǳƭŜŘ ŀǎ wŜȊŀ {ƘŀƘ 
Pahlavi; 1925ς41) and his son Mohammad Reza (1941ςтфύΦ Lǘ ōŜƎŀƴ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻǳǇ ŘΩŞǘŀǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ vņƧņǊ Řȅƴŀǎǘȅ 
in 1921 and ended with IraƴΩǎ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ мфтфέ ό!ŦŀǊȅΣ нлнпύΦ 
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Mazani that some consider it a third language or even a creole of the two (Encyclopaedia Iranica 

Foundation, 2012a). The neighbour and I understood each other remarkably wellτespecially 

given how much Persian vocabulary and pronunciation have permeated both languagesτbut we 

ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǾŜǊō ŎƻƴƧǳƎŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙis 

exchange encapsulates my experience in the field: I was a familiar stranger, deeply connected 

yet different. 

I learned Mazani from my mother. As I mentioned earlier, my parents are from Mazandaran; they 

ǿŜǊŜ ōƻǊƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ƻŦ !ƘŀƴƎŀǊƪƭŀΣ .ŀōƻƭΣ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΦ 

When I lived in Iran, I spent all or part of my summers at my ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŀǊƳΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ L 

occasionally took part in agricultural activities, many of which are common in Langarud, eastern 

Gilan. The central region of Mazandaran and the eastern part of Gilan, bordered on one side by 

the Caspian Sea and on the other by the Alborz Mountains, share a humid subtropical climate, 

fostering similar agricultural practices and modes of production, although Gilan receives 

significantly more rainfall. For example, while Babol and Langarud lack synoptic meteorological 

stations, data from nearby Babolsar and Ramsar stations, which experience similar climatic 

conditions, show that the average annual precipitation is approximately 900 mm and 1200 mm, 

respectively, according to the Iran Meteorological Organization.  

Cultural and agricultural practices in these regions reveal deep-rooted commonalities, 

particularly in terms of the prevalence of rice farming, which historically has defined the social 

and economic fabric of the area. Unlike wheat farming, which tends to be more individualistic, 

rice farming is inherently collective and participatory, demanding cooperation among community 

ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ 

acknowledged, with their physical presence being normalized (Talhelm & Dong, 2024; Jacobs, 

2015; Borjian & Borjian, 2023; Azimi, 2017; Lahijani, 2015). 

Building on these shared practices, my own relationship to the land also shaped how I 

approached the field. Given my personal connection and family ties to agricultural land, along 

with the cultural closeness between the coastal provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran, I have woven 

my own experiences with our family farm, as well as the memories of my family and my 
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ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǊǎΣ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

fills gaps in understanding and adds historical and chronological depth to the research process. 

That said, I was physically in the field in 2019 and 2020, but my fieldwork began much earlier 

through my family connections and has continued long after I left (Figure 1.1). 

 

Figure 1.1 Map of Fieldwork Sites: Babol and Langarud in Gilan and Mazandaran, Iran 

The COVID-19 pandemic was a decisive factor that shaped my methodology. Upon returning to 

Canada (Turtle Island), I decided not to return to Iran due to the intensifying COVID regulations. 

However, I maintained my connection to the field virtually. In addition to drawing on family links 

and their responses to my questions, I turned to alternative data-gathering methods, such as 

following the pages of related initiatives on social media (mainly Instagram). These initiatives, 
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ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ άƳŀǊȅŀƳŦŀǊƳƭƛŦŜΣέ άƳƛǎƘƛƴψŦŀǊƳΣέ άŎƘŜǎƘƳŜψƳŜŀƭǎΣέ άƎƛƭŜƘōƻƻƳΣέ 

άƻƳƛŘŦŀǊƳǎǘŀȅΣέ άǎƛŀƎŀƭŜǎƘΦŜŎƻƭƻŘƎŜΣέ άǊǳǊŀƭψŦŀƳƛƭȅΣέ ŀƴŘ άƳŀȊǊŀŜψŦŀǊƎƻƭΣέ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ 

agriculture or agritourism. Some are run by traditional agricultural practitioners, but the majority 

blend traditional approaches with modern ecological perspectives. Through this virtual 

participation, I engaged with their activities and closely observed the narratives they promoted, 

extending my observations until late 2024.  

In essence, the conventional participant observation I conducted during the first phase of my 

research evolved into a form of virtual ethnography due to the restrictions of the pandemic and 

the physical distance from the field. This approach allowed me to immerse myself in their 

storytelling, particularly regarding the limitations and hardships they faced during the pandemic, 

even as I remained geographically distant from them. 

мΦоΦ [ŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΥ ǉǳŜǎǝƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜҌ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǝƻƴ 

As I examine ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ socio-

economic shifts and evolving gender dynamics since the Iranian land reform, I find myself drawn 

to the stories of three generations of women in my own family. The experiences of my 

grandmother, my mother, and myself provide a personal and intergenerational lens through 

which to explore these broader socio-political changes, offering an intimate perspective on the 

intersection of gender, land, and identity. 

My grandmother was a farmer from a moderately landed family in the coastal province of 

Mazandaran, Iran. She was born in the 1920s, between the World Wars and before the Iranian 

land reform (1962-1971). At 20, about two years after her marriage, she moved ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ 

village, settling in the family house with my grandfather, his parents and younger siblings. As my 

grandfather held the position of the village chief,4 and in the absence of the local lord5 and their 

 
4 kadkhoda 
5 Erbab for any lords regardless of their gender or khan for male lord and khanem for female ones in local language 
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espouse, the villagers called my grandmother khanem,6 which was akin to madam or lady in 

Mazani languageτa term that eventually became a general honorific for women. 

The upheavals of marriage displacement and broader societal changes deeply influenced my 

ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ IŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǘ ƻŘŘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

tensions of the early 1950s, particularly around the nationalization of the oil industry and the 

{ƘŀƘΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ мфроΦ ¢ƘŜ мфро ¦Φ{Φ- and British-backed coup, which reinstated 

ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘΣ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛƭȅ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛȊŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ όмфс2-1971) 

soon challenged its class status. The redistribution of land and more equal access to resources 

and education during the White Revolution and subsequent social changes, some of which 

continued after the 1979 revolution, gradually transformed the village hierarchy. Eventually, the 

new generations did not recognize that the elderly lady working alone in her homestead was 

once the esteemed lady of the village. 

Working on the land and engaging with all that grew and lived upon it was essential for my 

ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ƘŜǊ ƭƛŦŜΦ Lƴ ŀ ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭ ƪƛƴǎƘƛǇ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ 

where women typically marry outside their family, a daughter-in-ƭŀǿΩs status greatly depends on 

her labour and childbearing (Bergstedt, 2016, p. 150; Kandiyoti, 1988; Joseph, 2018). My 

grandmother, who struggled with fertility issues for several years, likely found her identity and 

respect more closely tied to her tireless commitment to the land. While my grandfather 

supervised agricultural labour and planning in addition to his duties as the village chief and a 

retailer, my grandmother diligently continued to work the land well into her 90s. Her dedication 

persisted even aŦǘŜǊ Ƴȅ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǊƳƭŀƴŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ 

their children. 

So ingrained was her connection to the land and agriculture that when I first mentioned my ex-

ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ǘƻ ƘŜǊΣ ƘŜǊ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

ƭŀƴŘΦ άLǎ ǎƘŜ ŀ ŦŀǊƳŜǊΣ ƻǊ ŘƻŜǎ ǎƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǎŜǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΚέ ǎƘŜ ŀǎƪŜŘΦ It did not resonate well with 

Ƴȅ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǳǊōŀƴ ŘǿŜƭƭŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŎƛǘȅΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ 

 
6 The feminine version of khan the title mostly attributed to lords. 
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the prevailing gender dynamics substantially differed. Lƴ ǳǊōŀƴ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ LǊŀƴΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ 

outside the home could be construed as calling their purity and modesty into question. Gender 

segregation norms even extended to private yet visible spaces like rooftops, as evidenced by my 

former mother-in-ƭŀǿΩǎ ŀdmonishment by her mother for watching the street from the roof as a 

teenager. 

The architecture of traditional houses in central Iran reflected this gender segregation norms, 

consisting of two separate spaces: andaruni or the inner quarter and biruni or the outer quarter. 

Women spent most of their time in the inner quarter, while guests who were not close family 

members were received in the outer quarter. An inner courtyard was designated for women to 

socialize in a semi-open yet shielded environment. Given this cultural background, my former 

mother-in-law was very careful not to violate gender norms. While her husband enjoyed locally 

produced food and engaged in small-scale gardening and poultry raising in their countryside 

garden, she perceived these activities and her presence in the countryside as breaches of 

ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜ άǇǳǊƛǘȅέ ό5ƻǳglas, 2016). 

Although northern women appeared to benefit from softer gender restrictionsτgender 

segregation was milder, and women had more mobilityτǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ άǇǳǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŀƴƎŜǊέ ƻŦ 

ώǎƻŎƛŀƭϐ ŎƻƴǘŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ό5ƻǳƎƭŀs, 2016). Yet 

its manifestations varied, and intersections with other social stratifications, such as social class, 

were expressed differently. Like her younger mother, my younger mother would participate in 

the homestead and orchard activities in her free time, with the orchards situated around half an 

ƘƻǳǊΩǎ ǿŀƭƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻƳŜΦ ¸ŜǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎŜ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ƭƛƳƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ 

never been directly mentioned in our family, this fact became clear to me personally during this 

research and my fieldwork. In the traditional culture of northern Iran, rice cultivation is 

associated with the landless peasantry during the era of landlordism. In Iranian agriculture, being 

knee-ŘŜŜǇ ƛƴ ƳǳŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀŘŘȅ ŦƛŜƭŘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŦŜŜǘ in addition to the dirt 

and toil, is conceptualized and associated with the position of the landless peasant class, whose 

feet were metaphorically and materially tied in the mud of feudal relations. Although landlordism 

was abolished in the 1960s, the social value system has survived; in the rural settings of northern 
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LǊŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎŜ ǇŀŘŘȅ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŀ ǎƛǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ 

especially a woman from a landed family, so it must be avoided. 

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŀǾƻƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǇŀŘŘȅ ŦƛŜƭŘǎΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ мфтф ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΣ 

when small-holding farmers claimed their holdings, they refused to relinquish paddy fields and 

began cultivating rice themselves. The revolution intensified egalitarian pro-peasant, pro-worker 

rhetoric, leading some groups and individuals to appropriate and redistribute the properties of 

those perceived as prosperous or bourgeois (Bayat, 1997). In this context, some co-villagers 

ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎǎ, seeking to transfer ownership of some of them with the 

ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǘƘŀƴ 

the family could provide. That year, my mother and her other family members cultivated their 

own rice, which, according to my fatherτwho was their neighbour and from a small-holding 

peasant familyτresulted in a sloppy and thin crop.  

I have also noticed that, aside from emergencies where the violation of patriarchal and class 

norms is toleratedτexamples of which I discuss in the next chapterτthe semi-urban status of 

my mother and her siblings afforded them a certain luxury, allowing social norms to be applied 

to them more leniently. They lived in their city home during the school year and mostly spent 

holidays with their parents in the village. This semi-urban and semi-resident status mitigated 

stigma when they breached rural gender and class norms. 

Despite this semi-urban positionality, which became more urban after her marriage, my mother 

ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘΦ .ƻǊƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфрлǎΣ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

enfranchisement (1963) was achieved, guaranteeing her political rights, including the right to 

vote and declaring her disapproval of the Islamization of the country in the 1979 revolution. The 

revolution occurred in her first year of university. About a year later, under a process called the 

Cultural Revolution, universities banned students and professors who did not align with the 

ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ άƛŘŜŀƭǎέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ό²ŜōŜǊΣ мфпфύΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΦ aȅ 

mother returned to university after nearly ten years, but by then, she was a mother with 

additional responsibilities. She married during her educational suspension, and after her studies, 

my mother migrated with me to a city in the province of Khuzestan, southern Iran, where my 
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father was already stationed. It was just three years after the end of the Iraq-Iran war (1980-

1988), and the city still bore the deep scars of that eight-year conflict. 

While her political affiliations during the 1979 revolution prevented her from securing teaching 

and official positions, she did engage in sporadic part-time teaching while being the primary 

caregiver for her two children. Despite the distance, she regularly returned to the family farm 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘ ǎŜŀǎƻƴǎΦ wŀƛǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ŦŀǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǾŜƎŜǘŀōƭŜǎΣ ƎǊŀƛƴǎΣ 

ŀƴŘ ŦǊǳƛǘǎΣ Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎǘǊƛǾŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ άŦƻƻŘ ǎƻǾŜǊŜƛƎƴǘȅέ όtŀǘŜƭΣ нллфύΦ 

She remains committed to buying directly from farmers and engaging in subsistence agriculture 

wherever feasible. In recent years, after moving back to the north, she has had greater 

opportunities to sustain her family more independently. 

Unlike my mother and grandmother, who were born during a time of reconstruction and peace, 

I came into the world amidst the turmoil of the Iraq-Iran war. I was about two years old when 

Tehran, the city where my mother was studying, was subjected to massive airstrikes by the Iraqi 

army. After bidding farewell to my father, who was doing his military service at the time, we left 

the city and took refuge with my grandparents for a few months. Following a period of terror, 

sirens, and underground sheltering, we found peace in the countryside, which allowed for several 

months of relaxation and play with my cousins as a toddler. 

With our migration to the southern province of Khuzestan, a region that was ravaged by war and 

undergoing extensive post-war development and reconstruction projectsτdespite criticisms 

regarding the role of these programs in exacerbating class, ethnic, and environmental gapsτ

economic stability returned to our soon-to-be family of four. Holding migrant status in a province 

where ethnic identity conflicts remain deeply entrenched and gender restrictions are more 

stringent than in northern Iran, proved to be both a challenge and an opportunity for our family. 

My parents, having largely lost access to their familial and community support, were forced to 

forge new social connections and build social capital from scratch in a province where kinship 

ties are paramount. As the migrant population grew, so did their community, which brought 

advantages, including mutual support such as communal childcare.  
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At the same time, being non-native imposed fewer social constraints on us. Not being tied to 

local clans and tribes offered greater social and gender freedom for my mother and me, especially 

as a female child and adolescent. This translated into more flexibility regarding hijab and mobility 

in what was otherwise a relatively tribal and religious area, creating a unique space for navigating 

gender norms in ways that were less rigid than those imposed on the local population. 

I was about ten years old when Mohammad Khatami (1997-2005) was elected as the first 

reformist president after the revolution. His presidency brought a relative increase in social 

freedoms, such as the easing of clothing restrictions, particularly for women. These restrictions, 

which had led to the widespread wearing of dark or drab clothing and required maximum 

coverage except for the face and hands after the revolution and during the war, were gradually 

relaxed. Gender relations in the official sphere also softened; non-same-gender interactions in 

public spaces, especially in universities, became more accepted. This was a significant shift from 

the early revolutionary period, where even university classrooms were divided into separate 

sections for men and ǿƻƳŜƴΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

participation during this time. Yet, these primarily social changes and achievements reached our 

cityτconsidered peripheral despite being the provincial capitalτwith a delay of several years, 

Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǘŜǊƳ ƻŦ YƘŀǘŀƳƛΩǎ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎȅΦ  

Despite the social delay, local people closely followed political developments in the centres. The 

brutal suppression of the 1999 student movement by religious fundamentalist forces, the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), and the policeτprimarily in Tehran, Tabriz, and Isfahanτafter 

demonstrations supporting freedom of expression and defending the shuttered reformist 

newspaper had a profound impact on the political atmosphere in our city and within family and 

friend circles (Mashayekhi, 2001; Shahi & Abdoh-Tabrizi, 2020). This tension deeply affected me 

as a middle schooler, shaping my understanding of the world around me. 
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Figure 1.2 Timeline of Key Political and Social Events in Modern Iranian History (1925ς2025) 

Subsequently, political unrest became cyclical, recurring every few years, with its form, scope, 

orientations, and demands evolving over time. The widespread unrest of 2009, driven by protests 

against the election results, was largely concentrated in urban centers like Tehran. However, the 

protests of the fall of 2019 were geographically widespread and concentrated in peripheral areas, 

driven by class-related demands, including dissatisfaction over high inflation and low purchasing 

power due to rising gasoline prices (Shahi & Abdoh-Tabrizi, 2020). These uprisings, after initially 

highlighting civil rights and class issues, eventually expanded to address gender, ethnic, religious, 

and ecological inequalities in Mahsa-Jina movement (2022-2023). In this uprising, the grievances 

of the majority population of marginalized groups finally made their way into public 

demonstrations and street-level activism (see Figure 1.2; see also Appendix A). 
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Figure 1.3 Two generations of balcony gardens 
On the top, my brother and I posing with greens, and the bottom is part of my gardens in the summers of 

2022 and 2023 (right to left), with my cat making a cameo appearance 

In recent years, the social and political unrest in Iran, coupled with personal upheaval, has led 

me, as an Iranian woman in the diaspora, to reflect more deeply on questions of identity and 

social connection. Something within me urged me to rekindle my relationship with the land and 

create my own garden in this distant country across the waters on Turtle Island. Following in the 

footsteps of my mother and grandmother, I, too, left homeτbut this time, I moved thousands of 

kilometres away from the family farm to the colonized land of Canada. While studying and 

working, I cultivate herbs and vegetables on my balcony each year, despite the brief growing 

seasons (Figure 1.3). I still wonder whether it is the simple joy of agriculture or a subconscious 

effort to bridge the distance from my hometown and keep the spirit of my mother and 

grandmother alive within me.  
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мΦпΦ DŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘǊȅΥ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǝƴƎ ƛŘŜƴǝǘȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ 

ǎƻŎƛƻǇƻƭƛǝŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ 

These few lines of my family history reflect the significant socio-economic transformations at the 

macro and micro levels within Iranian society over the last century, marked by changes in 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ 

shifted in its economic and identity roles. For my grandmother, the land was not only a source of 

subsistence but also a marker of social status. Over time, however, the land has come to hold 

more symbolic significance for my mother and me, playing a larger role in shaping our identities 

than sustaining our livelihoods. 

Had she lived, my grandmother would have turned 100 in 2025, embodying a century of historical 

change. Some Iranians alive today, however, like her, have witnessed sweeping political and 

social upheavals during their lifetimes: the nationalization of the oil industry in 1951, the U.S.- 

and British-backed coup that overthrew the brief democratic government of Mossadegh in 1953, 

land reform from 1962 to 1971 and redistribution of land along with the abolishment of 

landlordism, the enfranchisement of women in 1963, the 1979 revolution (also known as the 

Islamic revolution). Since then, Iran has continued to experience significant economic and 

political fluctuations. Aside from the eight years of attrition warfare, the nation has faced 

continuous international sanctions, temporary agreements such as the JCPOA (Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action), and their subsequent failures. Additionally, several socio-political 

uprisings have occurred, notably the Mahsa-Jina movement (2022-2023), which underscored 

gender, class, and ethnic struggles.  

¢ƘŜǎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƭŜƎŀƭ ƭŀǿǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΣ 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ ¢ƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǎƘŀǇŜŘ LǊŀƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŦŀōǊƛŎ ƻǾŜǊ 

the past century, particularly for women and peasants, leaving a lasǘƛƴƎ ƭŜƎŀŎȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

legal and economic landscape (Kian, 2014; Najmabadi, 1987; Abrahamian, 2021; Kian, 1999; 

Kirkham, 2022).  
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The agrarian and socio-economic ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ά{ƘŀƘ ŀƴŘ tŜƻǇƭŜ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴέ ƻǊ ²ƘƛǘŜ 

Revolution of 1963, which took place after years of internal efforts and external pressuresτ

ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ LǊŀƴΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ¦nited Statesτwere intended to prevent political and class 

unrest and the spread of peasant revolutions, a topic I will explore further in the chapter on land 

reform. Since those widespread reforms of the 1960s and 1970s, targeted campaigns have been 

launched to appeal to peasants/citizeƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƭƻƎŀƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ άƭŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƛƭƭŜǊǎέ ŀƴŘ 

άŜǉǳŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴΦέ Beneath these egalitarian slogans, however, the 

ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǇŀǘŜǊƴŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘŀƭΣ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ 

advancing a political agenda. 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ мфслǎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ 

continued to firmly uphold the succession rights of male royals and the family privileges of men. 

These included guardianship over their families, unequal divorce rights, and inheritance laws in 

which women typically received only half of what men inherited. Such legal structures ensured 

that power and wealth remained concentrated within patrilineal family lines. Meanwhile, 

agrarian reforms, which popular and political groups had advocated for years, ultimately left one-

third of rural householdsτor better to say, male heads of householdsτlandless, resulting in 

further disentitlement of women and significantly increasing migration from the countryside to 

the cities. It is important to note, however, that suffrage, a key priority of the first wave of 

feminism, and the abolition of landlordism, an essential demand of mainly left-wing political 

parties, were both addressed in this program. These reforms garnered significant publicity and 

ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ōƻǘƘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ 

internationally. 

LƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ YŜƴƴŜŘȅΩǎ ά!ƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ tǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣέ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘǿƻ-thirds 

of Iranian rural populations (Najmabadi, 1987, p. 3; Wanderley & Barros; 2020) and expanded 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅǎƛŘŜΦ tŀƘƭŀǾƛ ŜǊŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳent 

plans prioritized the industrialization of agriculture, promoting modern irrigation systems, new 

machinery, and the cultivation of previously considered άōŀǊǊŜƴέ ƭŀƴŘǎΦ Through a nationwide 

household-oriented program (discussed in detail in the land reform chapter), land was allocated 
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to male heads of household, with the eldest son typically assuming this position if no husband 

was present. Cooperatives established during these agrarian reforms provided access to loans 

and resources, including synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, seeds, and machinery, all while aligning 

with macro- and meso-level policies (Shakoori, 2006). 

Simultaneously, women were largely excluded or overlooked in training programs, denied access 

to credit, and, more significantly, lost traditional land rights. In northern Iran, women had 

historically cultivated dry agricultural fields, but with the spread of modern irrigation systems, 

these lands were transformed into fruit orchards managed by men. Even the foreign consultants 

advising the government, disregarding both gender and environmental considerations, 

advocated for the changes in land use due to the perceived profitability of orchards (Lambton, 

1969).  

Such exclusions were not limited to land use and agricultural training but were also reinforced 

through knowledge production and state statistics. For instance, the first general population and 

housing census, conducted in 1956 as part of the land reform preparations, along with 

subsequent statistical analyses, effectively excluded women from economic planning. By broadly 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ƘƻǳǎŜǿƛǾŜǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

downplayed their roles in agricultural and rural economies from official records. 

Following two decades of focusing on accelerated industrialization and, in many cases, 

inconsistent in the long term with the climate of the regions, the Shah, who had recognized the 

vulnerability of the Iranian economy, concurrent with the oil price surge in the mid-1970s, sought 

ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƻƴ oƛƭ ŜȄǇƻǊǘǎΦ ¢ƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ LǊŀƴΩǎ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ 

against external pressures and foster economic, political, and social stability, the government 

ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛȊŜŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ άŦǳƭƭ ƻǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ self-ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅέ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ сǘƘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇƭŀƴΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 

revolution prevented the implementation of this program, the concept of self-sufficiency 

continues to be a significant theme in the political rhetoric of Iran today (Shakoori, 2006; Babagoli 

& Ikeda, 2019). 
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The first supreme leader of the revolutionary regime, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (1979ς1989), 

despite implicitly demeaning peasants by associating them with a lack of cultureτremarking that 

άǎǳŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘτŦǊƻƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƴƻ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ Ƙŀǎ ƎƻƴŜέτrecognized their economic 

importance, particularly during times of war and economic siege. He acknowledged that their 

ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ 

independence. Khomeini suggested that the resilience and self-determination of peasants would 

not only contribute to national autonomy but also reduce dependence on imperialistic countries 

such as the United States. He equated the perseverance of farmers and labourers during the war 

with the importance of military defence (Marandi & Soleimani, 2005, pp. 216-217).  

However, despite ongoing international sanctions that have increased the political stakes 

surrounding food security and driven a push towards self-sufficiencyτextending to some degree 

into military and industrial sectorsτthe post-war period has seen a decline in the political 

significance and social prestige of farmers since the onset of economic liberalization and the 

reconstruction phase in the early 1990s (Babagoli & Ikeda, 2019). 

During the agrarian reforms and the White Revolution, women, alongside their male 

counterparts, were legally emancipated from feudalist constraints and, for the first time, granted 

suffrage across the entire country.7 During the White Revolution, like the previous Constitutional 

aƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ vŀƧŀǊ όмфлрύ ŀƴŘ wŜȊŀ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ŀƴǘƛ-ƘƛƧŀō ŘŜŎǊŜŜ όмфосύΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ 

bodies and lives became central to the political and ideological campaigns (Najmabadi, 1998). 

The Famƛƭȅ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ !Ŏǘ ƻŦ мфстΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǘǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ ƳƛƴƻǊǎ ōȅ ǳǇƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƳŜƴΩǎ 

guardianship in many circumstances, granted women enhanced rights in marriage, divorce, and 

child custody. This was met with opposition from religious groups, which had intensified their 

ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƴƻǊƳǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀǘǘƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŜ ƘƛƧŀō ōŀƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ wŜȊŀ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ǊǳƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ-narratives opposed the integration 

 
7 It is noteworthy that even before this period, during the autonomous government of Azerbaijan, supported by the 
Soviet Union from 1945 to 1946 in northwest Iran, women gained active suffrage rights for the first time (Soleimani 
Amiri, 2020). However, when the central government reasserted control, women lost this right, highlighting the 
complex and often tumultuous history of gender struggles in Iran.  
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of women into traditionally male-dominated spaces and their increasing legal and judicial roles 

in the family and official politics.  

An anti-White Revolution campaigner, who later rose to prominence during the revolutionary 

movement and became a focal point for post-revolution historians, was Ayatollah Ruhollah 

Khomeini. He staunchly advocated for the strict physical separation of genders in various social 

ŘƻƳŀƛƴǎ ώŀƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǳŦŦǊŀƎŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎϐΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǎƻŦǘŜǊ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ 

momentum within the revolutionary movement through both internal and external support, 

merged Islamic principles with anti-colonial rhetoric, mobilizing the Islamic veil as a symbol of 

resistance against perceived Westernization and exogenous programs (Kian, 2014). However, 

after the revolution, the veil evolved beyond a mere physical covering, as its symbolic meaning 

implies, leading to increased gender segregation in public spaces such as educational, sports, and 

recreational settings. 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǇƻǎŜŘ 

challenges for both leftist and Islamist forces. In a society where the female body was hyper-

sexualized, and its exposure was traditionally viewed as disrespectful, leftist groups often 

sidestepped the issue with gender-neutral , which were in reality adopting repressive stances 

toward femininity. These approaches often led to the devaluation of femininity and the 

reinforcement of masculinized environments. Growing up in a leftist family, I observed that 

women who wore skirts were often viewed as part of a different groupτseen as traditional, 

overly feminine, and, in the context of socio-political activism, perceived as less serious. Not long 

ago, I spoke with a leftist activist who had been politically active both before and after the 

revolution. She recounted that during her time at a labour-related party, she avoided wearing 

skirts, instead choosing loose T-shirts and pants. She mentioned that even something as simple 

as moisturizing her face was considered [besides probably belonging to the group of people who 

ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛȊŜǎ ǎƪƛƴ ŎŀǊŜϐ ŀ ǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ άƻǾŜǊ-ŦŜƳƛƴƛȊƛƴƎΣέ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

discouraged any association with traditional or modern forms of femininity, particularly in activist 

spaces. 
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wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ƳƻōƛƭƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŎƘŀŘƻǊ8-ŎƭŀŘ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ ǿƻƳŀƴέ 

(Osanloo, 2014, p. 245), enabling traditional-religious Iranian men and women to participate in 

politics comfortably, undisturbed by the presence of female bodies. The preservation of 

traditional gender roles and familial hierarchy was so crucial to the religious faction that merely 

ǘƘǊŜŜ ǿŜŜƪǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΣ ƻƴ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нсΣ мфтфΣ ǘƘŜ CŀƳƛƭȅ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ [ŀǿΣ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ƳŜƴΩǎ 

polygyny rights and making divorce accessible to women, was repealed. On March 7, 1979, during 

a gathering arƻǳƴŘ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ 5ŀȅΣ YƘƻƳŜƛƴƛ ǎŎƻƭŘŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

άŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΣέ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜǳǇ όYŜȅƘŀƴΣ мфтфύΣ ŘŜŎƭŀǊƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘ ǳǇƻƴ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ άLǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƘƛƧŀōΦέ {ǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ 

massiǾŜ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛƭȅ ƘŀƭǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

mandatory veil policy. Yet, the hijab was mandated for female employees starting on July 7, 1980, 

and on August 9, 1983, the Veiling Act made it compulsory for all Iranian girls and women over 

the age of nine.9 Khomeini labelled those who resisted Islamic dress codes as corrupt 

ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŀǊŎƘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜƎƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ŀ άǇǳǊƛŦȅƛƴƎέ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ǘƻ 

remove such women from the public sector, accusing them of loyalty to the old regime. In the 

narratives advanced by religious authorities, the hijab was presented as a means to rehabilitate 

LǊŀƴƛŀƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǾŜƛƭ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ 

άōǳƭǿŀǊƪέ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ /ƻǳǇƭŜŘ with a defence-oriented 

language of war time, maintaining chastity was compared to engaging in combat against an 

enemy (Kian, 2014, pp. 183-186).  

The war, beginning less than two years after the revolution, provided an opportune moment for 

the new ruling Islamist class to suppress any social action deemed undesirable and deviating from 

its political agenda, significantly curtailing and stifling the reformist demands of social 

ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜΣ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ 

women of their expected role in demonstrating commitment to Islam and the Islamic 

 
8 /ƘŀŘƻǊ ƛǎ άŦǳƭƭ-ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ƎŀǊƳŜƴǘ ŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜŀŘ ǘƻ ŦƻƻǘΣ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ōƭŀŎƪ ƛƴ ŎƻƭƻǊέ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƛƴ LǊŀƴ 
(Oxford Reference, n.d.). The term also means tent. 
9 According to Islamic laws, women are required to cover their bodies and hair with loose clothing that does not 
make the contours of the body discernible (Hoodfar, 1992; Milani, 1992). The face and hands are exceptions to this 
rule. However, Islamic traditƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǾŀǊȅƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŜǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ όά'ȅņ 
Ȋŀƴ ƳơǘŀǾņƴŀŘΧέΣ нлмрύ 
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government by conforming to the prescribed gender roles. War and international sanctions 

ŎƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴǘƭȅ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀǎ ǇǊŜǘŜȄǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

shortcomings to states of emergency and crisis. Despite the active participation of predominantly 

Islamist women in the war, the idealized image of a [Muslim] Iranian woman was portrayed as a 

devoted mother and wife, prepared to sacrifice her sons and husbands in defence of the [Islamic] 

nation (Kian, 2014, pp. 187-188). 

aǳŎƘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴŘ 

redistributionτinitially opposed but later altered due to economic, political, and external 

pressures (as discussed in chapter 3 on land reform)τYƘƻƳŜƛƴƛΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

rights also shifted in response to political circumstances and his evolving role within formal power 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ YƘƻƳŜƛƴƛ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ 

unjustifiable from a religious standpoint and opposed their military services in the 1960s, his 

stance evolved during the revolutionary era, advocating for strong political participation of 

women and supporting their military training and involvement in combat, within the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and its volunteer extension, Basij.10  

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƘƛŦǘǎΣ YƘƻƳŜƛƴƛΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻƴ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǎǘŜŀŘŦŀǎǘΣ 

accentuating male superiority and rights over women. One may be surprised that although 

YƘƻƳŜƛƴƛ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜment in the 

revolutionary movement as a source of emulation (Marja) and jurist, he expected them to be 

docile towards their husbands; according to him, married women had not to even leave their 

ƘƻƳŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ǎǳōǎŜǊǾƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŦƻǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ 

as leaders of the revolutionary movement and himself as their servant and follower, his 

established political system ultimately banned women from holding judicial and political 

leadership roles.11 .ŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΣ YƘƻƳŜƛƴƛ ǎǇƻƪŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

 
10 IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǊƳȅτwhere the influence of Islamic culture was less dominant and 
there were rumours of lingering loyalties to the previous regimeτwere significantly restricted and viewed with 
suspicion. 
11 Although women were later appointed as judges, especially in family courts, their verdicts still required a male 
ƧǳŘƎŜΩǎ Ŏƻ-signature. 
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social rights within the Islamic government, but to me, it did not extend to leadership positions. 

In his interpretation of Sharia law, men held guardianship roles in political and jurisdictional 

matters, just as in a family unit (Osanloo, 2014; Kian, 2014).12 

I should note that both before and after the revolution, there has always been a rhetorical focus 

on women as potential and actual wives, mothers, and educators and nurtures of the next 

generations. Educational materials and media have consistently emphasiȊŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

responsibilities and obligations in marriage and child-rearing. IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ YƘƻƳŜƛƴƛΩǎ ŜǊŀ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜŀǎŜŦƛǊŜΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

public interest, allowing their voices to surface more prominently in public discourse. 

Periodically, there has also been a growing demand for more robust political participation by 

women, both in official and unofficial narratives. During the presidency of reformist President 

Mohammad Khatami (1997-2005), the government established an advisory position specifically 

ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ !ŦŦŀƛǊǎ, to promote greater 

involvement of women in public and political life. Yet, under the subsequent presidency of 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (2005-2013), the budget for this institution was immediately cut, and it 

was renamed the Center for Women and Family Affairs, a title it retains to this day.13 These 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ŀ ǎǳōǘƭŜ ōǳǘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

roles, emphasizing the familial virtues of women (Osanloo, 2014, 255).  

L ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎƳ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-political participation during the Khatami 

administration, much like during the revolutionary movement, was deeply rooted in grassroots 

realities. Many women, whose social energy had been channelled towards providing economic 

and spiritual support for soldiers and their families during the war and who sought ways to reduce 

family expenses or expand their income generating activities amidst wartime hardships and the 

sanctions that followed, found themselves drawn into the public political arena during the 

 
12 Interestingly, one source suggests that in one of his pre-ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǎǇŜŜŎƘŜǎΣ YƘƻƳŜƛƴƛ ƻƴŎŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 
presidency was feasible in the Islamic government. Yet, I could not find any trace of this statement in the publication 
to which it was referenced, possibly indicating censorship. This removal may reflect ongoing debates over the legal 
ŦŜŀǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ LǊŀƴΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘΦ 
13 ¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ wŜŦƻǊƳ CǊƻƴǘΣ ŀǎ ƻŦ WǳƴŜ нрΣ нлноΣ ƛǎ !ȊŀǊ aŀƴǎƻǳǊƛΣ ŀ woman, proving this movement 
has continued.  
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reconstruction period under President Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani (1989-1997). As economic 

pressures eased, particularly for the middle class, and the security and polarized atmosphere of 

the warτmarked by hostility towards oppositionτbegan to soften, women became more active 

in advocating for social and political equality. 

Religious women, in particular, sought to explore the possibility of achieving gender equality 

within an Islamic framework by engaging in dialogues with religious scholars and seminaries. 

Simultaneously, through interviews, published conversations, and analytical articles, these 

women began to foster a broader dialogue with the general public, notably through platforms 

such as Zanan, Farzaneh, Payam-e Hajar and ZanΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊŜǎǎΣ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻŎƛƻ-political institution, 

άǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎǳƭŀǊ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜƳΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎέ όYƛŀƴΣ 

2014, pp. 188-189). In addition to their efforts in research institutions and the press, women also 

worked through NGOs and community-based groups to promote more egalitarian practices. This 

excitement and interest in social and political activities by women reached their peak during 

YƘŀǘŀƳƛΩǎ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎȅΦ 

Yet, the consolidation and uniformity of power and the closer alignment of subsequent 

ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǳǇǊŜƳŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊΣ !ȅŀǘƻƭƭŀƘ !ƭƛ YƘŀƳŜƴŜƛΩǎ όǎƛƴŎŜ мфуфύ 

institution over timeτmarked by political purifications and decreased voter turnoutτled to 

ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǎƘƛŦǘƛƴƎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ patriarchal male-headed family 

over their autonomy.  

It is worth noting that in 2024, another reformist government came to power. However, 

institutions such as parliament, and especially the judiciary (which remains under the Supreme 

[ŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƛƻƴύΣ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΦ Iƻǿ state policies will 

be shaped by these competing political dynamics remains uncertain. From the outset, this 

government has placed emphasis on increasing the presence of women in cabinet and 

managerial positions. However, despite some rejuvenation and the appointment of several 

women to management roles, only one out of 19 ministers is a woman. 
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These reform efforts are unfolding in a climate where political openings are quickly checked by 

security pressures. In June 2025, following Israeli airstrikes on many large and small Iranian cities, 

the nation entered a high state of alert, deepening restrictions on social movements and feminist 

activism, and narrowing political freedoms. 

As mentioned before, ǎǳŎƘ ŦƭǳŎǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ 

not new phenomena; they have been evident since the 1960s, particularly in the persistent gap 

between family and political laws. Despite achieving relative political equality with men, women 

were not granted equal rights in family, judicial and inheritance matters. Azadeh Kian (2014) and 

Arezoo Osanloo (2014) argue that this tension was later embedded within the very structure of 

the Islamic Republic, where the concept of a republic ostensibly seeks to guarantee equality 

(though feminists14 challenge the notion that this equality ever truly included women), while the 

Islamic legal system enforces gender inequality [along with disparities based on class and 

ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴϐΦ hƴŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŦƭǳŎǘǳŀǘƛƴƎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ 

oscillating between public/political and domestic/familial roles, reflects the ongoing struggle 

between egalitarian and patriarchal forces within the state and nation (Osanloo, 2014, p. 251; 

Kian, 2014, 182; Rahimi, 2014, p. 299); however, I argue these tensions are even mirrored in the 

more conservative and fundamentalist layers of government and society, as seen in the 

mythologies surrounding figures like Fatima and Zainab. 

In Shiite culture, female figures like Fatimah (the youngest and favourite daughter of 

aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘΣ ǘƘŜ tǊƻǇƘŜǘ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳύ ŀƴŘ ½ŀƛƴŀō όCŀǘƛƳŀƘΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘΩǎ 

ƎǊŀƴŘŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊύΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ YƘŀŘƛƧŀƘ όaǳƘŀƳƳŀŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿƛŦŜύΣ ƘƻƭŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ǎƻcial 

and symbolic importance. Notably, after the 1979 revolution, the narratives of Fatimah and 

Zainab have been prominently featured in government rhetoric and the gender relations it 

promotes. Under the influence of scholar and political figure Ali Shariati, the female models of 

Fatima and Zainab became prominent not only for their virtue and piety but also for their 

independent minds, courage, determination for justice, enlightened capacities, and political 

 
14 See Susan Buckingham (2015) and Val Plumwood (1986). 
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activities against oppression, particularly when Shia interests were threatened (Kian, 2014, pp. 

179-180; Osanloo, 2014, 248-250). 

Fatimah is idealized as the exemplary Shiite woman and loving mother, symbolizing the ancient 

Iranian female deity of water, Anahita. She is celebrated for her chastity and nurturing 

ŘŜƳŜŀƴƻǳǊ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƳƻǊŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ LǊŀƴΩǎ 

bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 5ŀȅ ό{ŀŘŜƎƘƛΣ нлнлΣ ǇΦ руΤ aŀǊƪΣ нлнлŀΤ aŀǊƪΣ нлнлŀb; Britannica, 2015). 

Zainab, on the other hand, is revered for her courage and unwavering commitment to justice, as 

well as for her support of her brother Hossein in his quest for leadership and the caliphate. After 

IƻǎǎŜƛƴΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘκƳŀǊǘȅǊŘƻƳΣ ½ŀƛƴŀō ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƎƘǘ ŦƻǊ 

justice, particularly concerning his succession rights, were remembered. Fatimah also delivered 

a passionate sermon ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ ŘŜŦŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ 

and pursuing her own inheritance rights. Interestingly, despite being frequently mentioned and 

ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ƛƴ {ƘƛƛǘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǘŜȄǘǎΣ CŀǘƛƳŀƘΩǎ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ ǊƛƎƘǘs is often 

overlooked in official political narratives. 

L ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƧǳȄǘŀǇƻǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

roles to the domestic sphere highlights a tension between the revolutionary ideal of a woman 

like Zainab and the nurturing mother figure of Fatimah. However, ZainabΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ 

significantly challenge Islamic patriarchy, as her advocacy primarily centred on defending her 

brother and other male family members, rather than advancing the rights of women or herself. 

This dynamic reflects how figures like Ayatollah Khomeini strategically recognized the 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘτnot necessarily as a 

ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƻƻƭ ŦƻǊ ŜƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ legitimacy and 

ŀǇǇŜŀƭΦ YƘƻƳŜƛƴƛ ƭŜǾŜǊŀƎŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƻƻƭ ǘƻ ōƻƭǎǘŜǊ ōƻǘƘ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ 

ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅΦ IŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀƳǇƭƛŦȅ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ 

or to genuinely claim space for women; rather, ƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƳŜƴ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƴŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

ǿƘŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘŀƪŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘέ όYƛŀƴΣ нлмпΣ ǇΦ мунύΦ .ȅ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ 

ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ YƘƻƳŜƛƴƛ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƭŜŎǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƳƛǎƻƎȅƴƛǎǘƛŎ 

stance, given his hisǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƻǇǇƻǎƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǾƻǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ 
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during the White Revolution. This perspective reveals a calculated, rather than equitable, 

approach to incorporating women into the political sphere. 

Over the past few decades, the traditional ideals of selfless mothers and frugal wivesτcrucial 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊŘǎƘƛǇǎ ƻŦ ǿŀǊΣ ƧǳǎǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ǎƘŀǊŜ 

of benefitsτhave been increasingly challenged and revised. With broader access to satellite 

channels and social media, as well as the pervasive influence of consumerist marketing strategies, 

there has been a shift toward idealizing overt expressions of beauty and self-expression. These 

changes contest the conventional notions of hard work and self-sacrifice. Additionally, rapid 

ǳǊōŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘŜǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ 

economic relations have contributed to this trend of accelerated consumerism. 

In recent years, the Mahsa-Jina movement (2022-нлноύΣ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƭƻƎŀƴ ά²ƻƳŀƴΣ [ƛŦŜΣ 

CǊŜŜŘƻƳΣέ Ƙŀǎ ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ƻŦ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎΦ .ŜȅƻƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΣ L 

believe this movement has also exposed the ethnic, religious, and ecological contradictions that 

have long been systematically downplayed or suppressed. Mahsa-Jina Amini, whose death while 

in police custody for allegedly not adhering to proper Islamic dress codes sparked this movement, 

was a Kurdish woman from Iranian Kurdistan who had travelled to Tehran, where she was killed 

(Ghaderi, 2024). Her identity as a woman, a non-Persian from the periphery, and her death in the 

capital city of Tehran made her a symbol of intersecting social inequalities, including gender, 

geography, ethnicity, and language. Through this movement, young protestersτmany from 

Generation Z, like Mahsa-Jina herselfτŘŜƳŀƴŘŜŘ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŜǉǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƎǊƛŜǾŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ 

ŀƴŘ άƭƛǾŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦέ 5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ WǳŘƛǘƘ .ǳǘƭŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎΣ άƎǊƛŜǾŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƭƛǾŜs are 

ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ǿƻǊǘƘȅ ƻŦ ƳƻǳǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ άƭƛǾŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ ǇŜǊǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ƭƛŦŜ 

worth living (Butler, 2021). The protesters sought to challenge a system where the lives of 

women, ethnic minorities, and non-Persian, non-Shiite, and non-Muslim communities were 

devalued in both life and death. 

¢ƘŜƛǊ ǎƭƻƎŀƴΣ ά²ƻƳŀƴΣ [ƛŦŜΣ CǊŜŜŘƻƳΣέ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ YǳǊŘƛǎƘ ŀǎ άWƛƴΣ WƛȅŀƴΣ !ȊŀŘƛΣέ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ 

into Persian and other languages, is rooted in the decades-long struggles of Kurdish women. It 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ пл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ YǳǊŘƛǎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ NATO-backed authoritarianism in 
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Turkey and against ISIS extremism and misogyny in Iraq and Syria (Bodette, 2022; Bilgen, 2018; 

Hunt, 2019). This slogan encapsulates a deep history of defiance and political resistance. As 

Eleonora Gea Piccardi (2022) explains, its use is intentional, drawing from ecofeminist literature, 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ aŀǊƛŀ aƛŜǎΩ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŀǎ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ Patriarchy and Accumulation on a 

World Scale (2014) and Women, the Last Colony (1988). This theory was further developed with 

contributions from scholars like Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen, Claudia von Werlhof, and 

Vandana Shiva. Abdullah Öcalanτresearcher, political prisoner, and leader of the Kurdistan 

²ƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ tŀǊǘȅ όtYYύτplayed a key role in introducing ecofeminist ideas into the political 

discourse of West Asia, apǇƭȅƛƴƎ aƛŜǎΩǎ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ όнлмоΤ нлмтΤ нлмфΤ 

2020, as cited in Piccardi, 2022). 

mŎŀƭŀƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜǎ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳ ƛƴǘƻ ²Ŝǎǘ !ǎƛŀƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ 

history of [mal]development projects since World War II, which have led to an uneven 

distribution of benefits and harms. Regional, ethnic, and gender dynamics have played a central 

ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ό{ƘƛǾŀΣ 

2018; Piccardi, 2022). This movement, rooted in both resistance and ecofeminism, underscores 

the intersection of environmental, gender, and political struggles in the region. 
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Figure 1.4 Mahsa-Jina protesters 

Driven by a desire for change and to redefine and reconstruct gender and class/peasant relations, 

the Mahsa-Wƛƴŀ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎ ƛƴ ŀ άǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜέ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ όCƛƎǳǊŜ мΦпύΦ 

By challenging the traditional mandate of wearing the veil, a centuries-old symbol of gender 

ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ LǊŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ άǇǊŜŎŀǊƛƻǳǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎέ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭƛƴƎ ƴƻǊƳǎ 

and ideals (Butler, 2021). The Mahsa-Wƛƴŀ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŦǊŜŜ ƭƛŦŜ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŜ 

freedom that was deferred to the afterlife, demanding it in this world. This movement advocates 
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ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΣ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ άōƻŘƛƭȅ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴέ ŀƴŘ 

autonomy (Baldwin, 1902, as cited in Emerson, 1931, p.137; Salzinger & Gonsalves, 2024). This 

defiance marks a significant shift toward new conceptions of femininity in Iran, shaking the 

foundations of the established order.  

However, it should be noted that, over time, the rhetoric of the Mahsa-Jina movement has 

distanced itself from feminism. This shift was largely contributed to by retrogressive opposition 

groups, such as royalists and supporters of centralist liberal-right policies, many of whom reside 

outside Iran and have political and economic ties to monarchist and international institutions. 

These factions sought to seize media attention and international focus by promoting a form of 

centralist nationalism that ultimately alienated many social activists, leading to their withdrawal 

and distancing from the movement. 

While the struggles for equal family laws and political rights continue, gaining momentum in the 

streets during the Mahsa-Jina Movement, my fieldwork and years of living in Iran suggest that 

efforts are increasingly focused on personal and family relationshipsτareas where egalitarian 

men and women find greater agency to effect change. Specifically, agricultural families and life 

on the land provide unique opportunities to transform not only traditional personal and familial 

relationships but also the gender dynamics of production processes, though these are 

constrained by certain limitations of rural life, which I discuss in chapter 4 on the new peasantry. 

мΦрΦ {ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǝƻƴ 

This dissertation examines the transformation of gendered land relations in Iran, shaped by state 

policies, socio-economic changes, and grassroots practices. It focuses particularly on the Caspian 

ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Dƛƭŀƴ ŀƴŘ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴΣ ǘǊŀŎƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜs in agriculture have been 

reconfigured across different historical periodsτfrom state-led land reform to contemporary 

ecological movements. The structure of the dissertation reflects both the chronological unfolding 

of agrarian change and the conceptual layering of this inquiry. 
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Chapter 2 lays the theoretical groundwork, focusing on the historical and contemporary forces 

that have shaped rural life in northern Iran, particularly in Gilan and Mazandaran. It shows how 

landτboth as a material and symbolic spaceτhas been central in reinforcing patriarchal norms 

while also enabling resistance and reconfiguration. Drawing on ecofeminist theory, especially the 

subsistence ecofeminism of Maria Mies, Vandana Shiva, and Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen, the 

chapter critiques capitalist and development-driven framings of gender and ecology. It explores 

how patriarchal capitalism has devalued care work and subsistence labour, often performed by 

women and marginalized groups, and how gendered divisions of labour are naturalized through 

bodily practices, cultural expectations, and state policy. The chapter engages with key feminist 

ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ ǎŜȄ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜǎ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ Ƙŀōƛǘǳǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

roles are reproduced and internalized. It concludes by positioning subsistence ecofeminism as a 

valuable framework for understanding current socio-ecological crises and the gendered labour 

that sustains rural life. 

Building on this foundation, Chapter 3 ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ ƭŀƴŘ 

reform program (1962ς1971ύΣ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ǊŜǎƘŀǇŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎΣ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

recognition in agriculture, particularly in Gilan and Mazandaran. While reforms were framed as 

redistributive justice initiatives, they primarily benefited male heads of households and 

systematically excluded women. By comparing the Iranian case with international land reform 

experiences, the chapter situates Iran within broader patterns of gender-blind development. 

²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŦǊŀƳŜŘ ŀǎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ƻǊ 

informal work, and mechanization further displaced their labour. In addition, new irrigation 

systems and cooperative structures maǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ 

concludes that reforms designed without gender sensitivity reproduced patriarchal hierarchies 

and failed to deliver meaningful land justice for rural women. 

Chapter 4 turns to the contemporary Iranian back-to-the-land movement, contextualizing it 

within global agrarian trends and socio-ecological responses to crisis. Drawing on fieldwork, 

historical analysis, and digital ethnography, the chapter explores how new generationsτ

particularly millennials and Gen Zτare voluntarily returning to rural areas. In contrast to earlier 
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state-led reforms, these grassroots movements are shaped by ecological concern, urban fatigue, 

and a desire for autonomy and alternative ways of life. Through platforms like Instagram, these 

new peasants share practices and values, forming decentralized networks that promote care-

based agriculture and collective eco-centred ethics. 

The chapter also examines how gender and class dynamics operate within these movements. 

While they challenge dominant paradigms, they also risk reproducing exclusions and inequalities. 

Drawing on feminist and ecofeminist critiques, I show how traditional gender roles can persist 

within spaces that otherwise appear progressive. At the same time, these movements cultivate 

counter-practices: by prioritizing ecological ethics, care work, and communal resilience, they 

reimagine rural life not as a site of deprivation but as one of possibility, belonging, and self-

determination. 

This dissertation features data chapters that are longer than usual, as they incorporate a greater 

degree of political and historical context. This approach allows a wider audience, including those 

who may not be familiar with contemporary Iranian history, to engage with the subject matter 

and follow the narrative without interruption or the need to frequently consult external 

references. 

The concluding chapter ǎȅƴǘƘŜǎƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

central research questions. It reflects on how rural women and grassroots actors navigate 

exclusion while also adapting, resisting, and reimagining their roles. The conclusion highlights key 

areas for further inquiry, such as the role of leisure and rest in gender justice, and the gendered 

dimensions of policy language. It also reflects on the broader implications of the research for 

feminist, rural, and environmental scholarship. Ultimately, the dissertation argues that 

alternative futures are not only imaginable but already being enactedτquietly, unevenly, and 

creativelyτby those who are working the land and reconfiguring the meanings of gender, care, 

and community in the process. 

Throughout the dissertation, I have been attentive to the methodological implications of working 

within a specific cultural context. Due to the context of the fieldwork and dominant rural 
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discourse, I have adopted a binary framework for gender. While this approach may simplify the 

complex spectrum of gender identities and experiences, it aligns with local norms and 

expectations that structure discussions around labour, family, and land. I recognize the 

limitations of this binary lens and note that an intersectional or non-binary approach could offer 

richer insightsτparticularly into how gender intersects with other axes of identity such as class, 

ethnicity, and age. However, given the constraints of access, language, and community 

engagement in the field, this framework provided the most feasible and contextually appropriate 

path for the research. 

In addition, I have employed international generation naming systems (e.g., Millennials, Gen Z) 

throughout the dissertation to identify social cohorts. However, it is necessary to note that during 

the 1980s (Millennial generation), Iran experienced a significant population boom, with an annual 

growth rate of nearly 4%. The population increased from approximately 38.6 million to over 56 

million from 1980 to 1989. Several factors contributed to this surge, including a recurring peak 

as baby boomersτthose born from post-war improvements in health, maternity care, and 

economic conditionsτŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ 

restrictions on birth control and abortion services, aligned with a pro-ƴŀǘŀƭƛǎǘ άǳƳƳŀƘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎέ 

narrative during the Iraq-Iran war, further accelerated population growth. Ummah refers to a 

community united by a common goal and shared leadership, typically associated with the global 

Muslim community or Islamic nation (Bakar, 2020; Qodir et al., 2020). This concept underscored 

ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ 

national objective. 
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Gender, Land, and Ecofeminism in Northern Iran 

 

  



 

39 
 

 

 

    

      

    

     

      

     

    

       

      

     

   

   

    

      

      
π   

I have never wanted to  

ōŜ ŀ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƪȅΩǎ ƳƛǊŀƎŜ 

or like the like the soul of the chosen 

be the silent companion of angels 

I have never been familiar with stars 

I have stood on the earth 

my body like the stem of a plant 

which sucks in wind and water and sun 

to live 

Teaming with desire 

fraught with pain 

I have stood on the earth 

so that stars might praise me 

and breezes caress me 
-Forugh Farrukhzad 

Translated by Hasan Javadi and Susan Sallée  
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нΦмΦ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǝƻƴ 

In this chapter, I develop a contextualized theoretical framework to analyze the shifting gender 

dynamics within Iranian agriculture, focusing on the impact of land reforms from the 1960s and 

1970s alongside the more recent grassroots movements of the 2010s and 2020s in the northern 

provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran. My overall goal is to explore how land relations influence 

the construction of gender identities in these regions, focusing on how historical and socio-

political changes have shaped gender roles, labour dynamics, and ecological practices over time. 

This analysis sets the stage for the subsequent chapters to examine agrarian reforms initiated 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ aƻƘŀƳƳŀŘ wŜȊŀ {ƘŀƘ tŀƘƭŀǾƛΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ όмфпм-1979) and the emergent agricultural 

movements aiming to redefine peasant identities and their relationship with the land. 

Building on the socio-historical context outlined in the introduction, this chapter seeks to situate 

Iranian socio-gender dynamics in agriculture within theoretical discussions in the fields of gender, 

agriculture, and the environment. By drawing on literature related to gender in agricultural 

ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ socio-economic roles, ecofeminism, care labour, and 

subsistence practices, this analysis helps to contextualize agrarian changes and movements, as 

well as the various forms of resistance that have emerged in response to these shifts. It highlights 

how these transformations have shaped not only gender relations but also the broader social and 

ecological landscape in rural Iran. 

This chapter mainly focuses on rural politics and intends to explore how land relations affect the 

gender identities, particularly in the provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran, where about 40% of the 

population still lives in rural areas. The discussion then extends to examine how conventional 

roles assigned to women and their labour are exploited through naturalization processes under 

patriarchal capitalism, drawing primarily on ecofeminist theories of subsistence. I also engage 

with the concept of care, as it illuminates how labour associated with nurturing, life-making, and 

community buildingτprimarily carried out by women, racialized, and marginalized groupsτ

ŦƻǊƳǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎ ƛƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ȅŜǘ ƛǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǾŀƭǳŜŘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ 

its flexibility, exclusion from the formal market economy, and lack of financial remuneration. This 
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devaluation, closely linked to its association with femininity, reinforces gender inequalities. In 

ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ Ƙƻǿ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛǘǎ 

measures and goals to claim and occupy public spaces and participate in formal power structures, 

have inadvertently reinforced these narratives. Finally, I will investigate the potential of the 

subsistence approach in proposing a feminist land-based strategy that offers a viable means for 

both resisting and persisting against capitalism and patriarchy. 

Moving forward, I take my analysis to the level of the village and agricultural land, examining how 

the land serves as a landscape where various social distinctions, particularly gender, are formed 

and reflected. This section lays the foundation for the following discussion on ecofeminism, 

which explores the broader relationships between capitalist systems and the interplay of gender, 

capital-oriented practices, and ecological dynamics in these settings. 

нΦнΦ DŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŘǿŜƭƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘώǎŎŀǇŜϐ 

Agricultural fields are inherently gendered spaces that play a central role in shaping gender 

identities within rural landscapes (Bergstedt, 2016). Cecilia Bergstedt (2016) argues that men and 

women relate to the land differently and engage in distinct agricultural activities, which reflects 

and reinforces traditional gender roles. These differing ways of interacting with the land 

contribute to how gendered identities are both experienced and materialized in rural settings. 

.ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ .ŜǊƎǎǘŜŘǘΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ƳŀƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

their embodied interactions with the land, both experience and reinforce gendered processes 

within agricultural settings. Using a relational approach, I draw on the works of Cecilia Bergstedt 

(2016) and Michael Asch et al. (2018) to analyze gender dynamics in the agricultural landscapes 

of northern Iran. This approach views gender identities as shaped through the interplay of human 

activities, cultural norms, and ecological practices. To deepen this analysis, I engage with scholars 

who write on sex and gender, illustrating how gender is constructed both broadly and specifically 

within the context of agricultural land, through the interaction between humans and more-than-

humans. 
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As Tim Ingold (2022; 2000) suggests, humans and their surroundings form a mutually informing 

ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΦ LƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭŦǳƭ practices in the unique 

places, dwellers emerge (Ingold, 2022; Ingold, 2000, pp. 153-154, as cited in Bergstedt, 2016). 

When it comes to farmers, their interactions and comparisons with other humans and the land 

are crucial to how they come to know themselves and construct their gender identities (Neves, 

2003; Neves, 2005). Cecilia Bergstedt (2016) argues that existence and identities are formed 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ 

division of labour. In this relational approach, the practices of men and women find meaning in 

relation to other people, tasks, and places. 

According to Asch et al. (2018), land serves as pedagogy, functioning as both context and process. 

They argue that humans and their bodies generate and transmit knowledge by engaging with 

living entities, both humans and more-than-humans, that inhabit the vast landscape (Asch et al., 

2018, p. 191). This framework provides insight into the connections between gender and 

agricultural land and how these elements are incorporated into the lived experiences of farmers 

in northern Iranτa topic I will explore further in the following chapter. 

Bergstedt (2016) highlights that men and women have distinct ways of orienting themselves and 

moving within their environment. In a typical scene, a northern Iranian woman prepares her 

garden with a hoe, while her husband arrives, takes up a shovel, and joins her. Her body is 

accustomed to bending as she works, whereas he typically works standing upright. These 

repeated interactions with their surroundings contribute to the formation of self-perception and 

ability, as practices are imbued with cultural meanings. For instance, in the context of hoeing and 

shoveling, cultures like those in northern Iran often associate hoeing, which involves bending, 

with flexibility and resilience, while shoveling, which requires standing upright, is linked to 

strength and dominance. 

During my fieldwork, I was handed a hoe, a tool I had never used before. I recalled how my 

grandmother would use a hoe while sittingτpossibly due to a longstanding back problem or 

perhaps for convenience or familiarity. However, my mother and her siblings never adopted this 
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practice. Instead, I opted for a shovel, only to be told by a village woman that the shovel was 

meant for men, while the hoe was more suitable for women. This advice stood in contrast to my 

own experience as an urbanite and occasional participant in agricultural work during the 

summer, where such gendered distinctions in tools were never emphasized. The moment made 

me reflect on how my gender identity was being shaped by these rural practices. The tools carried 

implicit meanings about gender roles that I had not experienced before. I recalled reading a book 

ƭƻƴƎ ŀƎƻ όǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǾŜƴǘŜŘ 

agriculture, with hoes as their primary tool, until men took over with the plow, masculinizing the 

practice. This narrative was not strongly reinforced in my family; still, the encounter challenged 

Ƴȅ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΩǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƴƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ 

perceptions of gender and labour. 

In the same vein, Bergstedt (2016) argues that certain people tend to be in certain places and 

engage in particular activities repeatedly. She adds that agricultural land is not neutral ground; it 

is a site where not only crops but also femininity and masculinity are cultivated. The spatial 

ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ 

reinforces certain assumptions about gender capacities and ideals besides the feminine and 

masculine imaginaries. Gender ŀƴŘ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ άŀǎ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ǊŜƛǘŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭέ 

ƴƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŎǊƛǇǘǎ ŀǊŜ άŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƛƴǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ƻǳǊ ōƻŘƛŜǎέ όaŎbŀȅΣ мфффΣ ǇΦ фуύΦ  

Gender processes and their impact on our perception and experience of our bodies have been of 

considerable importance in social feminist research since the 1960s. However, it was with the 

introduction of postmodern perspectives to feminism that the concept of embodiment gained 

prominence, becoming a key focus within social constructionist accounts (Rafanell, 2024, p. 50). 

Embodiment plays a crucial role in understanding the construction of gendered farmers, 

explaining why women and men are oriented towards certain practices and how these practices 

become materialized and naturalized through constructs like sex and gender. 

Amid the extensive discussion on body and gender, Irene Rafanell (2024) identifies two primary 

feminist orientations toward the body: biological essentialists and social constructionists. The 

former regards male and female biologies as natural and unquestioned within the social realm, 
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while the latter examines bodily experiences contextualized by time, space and social values (pp. 

22-55). Drawing on Elizabeth Grosz (1994), Krystal Cleary (2016) situates biological essentialists, 

including figures like Simone de Beauvoir, Shulamith Firestone, Mary Wollstonecraft, and 

essentialist ecofeminists, who will be discussed in the next section, within the tradition of 

egalitarian feminism (pp. 1-5). 

Rafanell (2024) argues that essentialist approaches, which emerged from feminist research in the 

1960s and 1970sτsuch as the work of Kate Millett (1971) and Sherry B. Ortner (1974)τcriticized 

traditional sociological analyses for overlooking one of the most pervasive forms of social 

inequality: gender. These analyses were often influenced by androcentric biases that accepted 

biological differences as the root cause of social disparities (Millett, 1971, p. 25 as cited in 

Rafanell, 2024, p. 20). She further notes that feminist scholarship of this period highlighted the 

historical and geographical prevalence of gender divisions to emphasize the deeply ingrained 

nature of gender inequality, arguing that the oppression of women is central to all forms of social 

inequality. They sought to challenge and dismantle the naturalization of male and female 

characteristics and the unequal gender division of labour, contending that biological differences 

do not account for the disparities between men and women, or the hierarchical values assigned 

to them (Rafanell, 2024, p. 20).  

Simone de Beauvoir, one of the founders of modern feminism, introduced the idea that male and 

female bodies acquire social meaning, directly challenging the biological interpretation of 

ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƘŜǊ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƛǎǘ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άƻne is not born, but rather 

ōŜŎƻƳŜǎΣ ǿƻƳŀƴΣέ ŘŜ .ŜŀǳǾƻƛǊΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛǎƳ όŘŜ 

Beauvoir, 2023, xv). In The Second Sex, she perpetuated a reductionist view of early human 

societies, where masculine physical strength is assumed to underpin male dominance. 

Simultaneously, she dismissed feminine reproductive capacity as socially irrelevant due to its 

ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŎƭƻǎŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ {ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘŜŘΣ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ΦΦώǿŀϐǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŜƴǎƭŀǾŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

species than the male, her aƴƛƳŀƭƛǘȅ ƳƻǊŜ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘέ όhǊǘƴŜǊΣ мфтпΣ тп ŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ wŀŦŀƴŜƭƭΣ нлнпΣ 

ǇΦ нсύΦ 5Ŝ .ŜŀǳǾƻƛǊΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŎƘƛƭŘōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀǎ άǎǳōƘǳƳŀƴ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊ 



 

45 
 

 

ŀƴƛƳŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΣέ ǘƘǳǎ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

subjugation (Rafanell, 2024, p. 23).  

Although she intended to question the gender division of labour, she ultimately traced its origins 

to biological factors. By considering procreative activities such as breastfeeding, menstruation, 

and childbearing as inferior, she inadvertently reinforced the undervaluation of roles traditionally 

associated with women. In doing so, she effectively conceded to the patriarchal value system, 

which upholds Enlightenment dualities like nature/[hu]man and body/intellectτprioritizing the 

latter while diminishing the former. De Beauvoir seemed to overlook that concepts such as 

inferiority and constraints are themselves social constructs, shaped by historical and cultural 

contexts. This oversight ignored how socio-historical perspectives influence perceptions of 

womeƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ 

create. 

.ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ŘŜ .ŜŀǳǾƻƛǊΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΣ YŀǘŜ aƛƭƭŜǘǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

Sexual Politics in 1970, deepened her impact on Anglo-American feminism and the second wave 

of feminism at large. Drawing on Robert Stoller (1968), an American psychiatrist, she clarified the 

distinction between sex and gender; the former being biological characteristics and the latter 

ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ άŀƭƭ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻώǳϐǊΣ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƴǘŀǎƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ 

ǘƘŜ ǎŜȄŜǎ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ Ŏƻƴƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴǎέ όaƛƭƭŜǘǘΣ нлмсΣ ǇΦ нфύΦ ¢ƘŜ 

question was not about physical differences but how they were socially organized; the focus 

shifted from mere physical distinctions to their socialization (Salzinger & Gonsalves, 2024). This 

perspective that sex and gender are not inherently linked but are connected through social 

constructs was further developed by scholars such as Ann Oakley (1974), Shulamith Firestone 

(1970), and Sherry B. Ortner (1974); consequently, the distinction between sex and gender 

ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ŀ ƴƻǊƳΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘǎ 

associated with them were often cited to explain patriarchal oppression, and naturalization of 

division of labour, cementing the sex-gender distinction as a standard framework. 

This approach took various directions. Scholars and theoreticians, like Mary Daly (1978) and 

Adrienne Rich (1986), linked patriarchal oppression and unequal division of labour to the 
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biological reproductive nature of women but posited it as a socially and existentially superior 

position relative to men. Echoing ecofeminist views shared by Carolyn Merchant (1980) and Val 

tƭǳƳǿƻƻŘ όмфусύΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜs, which align them closer 

to nature, served as a source of superior power and knowledge. Viewed through a psychoanalytic 

ƭŜƴǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǇǊƻǾƻƪŜŘ ƛƴ ƳŜƴ ŀƴ 

unbearable sense of vulnerability, leading to a compulsion to dominate women as a way of 

restoring their own sense of self. 

An often under-appreciated critique of this approach, challenging the biological assumptions that 

underpin concepts of sex, comes from Maria Mies (1986 [2014]), a materialist ecofeminist who 

will be discussed further in the section on ecofeminism. She posits that women and men 

experience their bodies differently, urging a reconsideration of the supposedly biological 

relationship to our bodies. Reflecting on the distinct ways in which women and men experience 

their bodies, she compels us to question whether it is possible to assume a purely biological 

relationship to our bodies that is unmediated by cultural and practical considerations shaping our 

engagement with the world. By rejecting this hypothesis, Mies also contests the traditional 

distinction between sex and gender, arguing that the conventional treatment of these 

distinctions as merely anatomical allows scientists and institutions to manipulate and reconstruct 

our bodies to fit their agendas (Mies, 1986 [2014], p. 23 as cited in Federici, 2024). This 

perspective is closely related to issues of biopolitics and feminist resistance, which I will explore 

further in the section on care. 

In a similar vein, Rafanell (2024) points to the internal contradictions within these narratives. 

While they aim to challenge traditional biological determinism, they simultaneously link social 

hierarchies to biological functions, particularly reproduction. She notes that these theories often 

view the female body as either an obstacle to power in a patriarchal culture or, more positively, 

as a unique reservoir of knowledge. Both accounts, despite their intentions, perpetuate 

patriarchal and misogynistic views of the female body as inherently more connected and less 

detached from its biological functions than male bodies. These interpretations suggest that 

humanity is split into two fundamentally distinct categories based on biological origins. Even as 
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they attempt to address the role of social factors by anchoring their arguments in unchanging 

ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘǊŀƛǘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǎ ŜƳōƻŘȅƛƴƎ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŜǎǎŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ άǘǊǳŜ ǎŜƭŦέ ǘƘŀǘ 

is invariably shaped by oppressive cultural dynamisms (pp. 21-30). 

In response to such essentialist frameworks, it is important to recall that the political project of 

early second-wave feminism aimed to target the subordination of women, its intellectual 

endeavour sought to challenge the ostensibly natural/biological logic underpinning this 

subordination (de Beauvoir, 1949; Moi 1999 as cited in Salzinger & Gonsalves, 2024, p. 35.9). 

Krystal Cleary (2016) highlights the distinction between sex and gender as one of the primary 

contributions of early feminist theory. She argues that separating sex from gender allowed 

feminist theorists to assert thŀǘ ǎŜȄ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎŜǎ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎΥ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴ άƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

achievement was later criticized by social constructionists for the power relations it both 

prodǳŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛȊŜǎΦ WǳŘƛǘƘ .ǳǘƭŜǊ όнлммύ ŜƴŎŀǇǎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅΣ ŀǎƪƛƴƎΥ άLǎ ǎŜȄ ǘƻ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ 

ŀǎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜ ǘƻ ƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴŜΚέ όǇΦ ȄƛǾύΦ 

Building on this foundation, the third wave of feminism, which emerged as a response to the 

critiques of internal contradictions within feminist theoryτincluding the homogenizing tendency 

of middle-class American-European feminism and its inadequate attention to race and class 

issuesτadopted a more nuanced constructionist approach. This new wave integrated 

sociological explanations and a discourse-oriented perspective, emphasizing local and contextual 

settings over the assumptions of a universal and totalizing society (Rafanell, 2024, p. 36). This 

trend was bolstered by the infusion of postmodern thought into feminist discourse, challenging 

conventional classifications in the social sciences such as body pre-given and stable. The insights 

from postmodernism, ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

conceptualization of the body as a locus of power (Foucault, 1988) and Lacanian psychoanalysis 

(Mitchell & Rose, 1982 as cited in Rafanell, 2024, p. 36), prompted feminist theorists in the 1990s 

to reevaluate the concepts of sexed body and sexual identity. 

As Cleary (2016) explains, the arrival of postmodern theory in the 1990s unsettled and expanded 

upon the earlier distinctions between sex and gender by examining the dynamic interplay 
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between discourse and materiality. Drawing on Foucault, constructionist feminists supported the 

view that not only gender but also sex and bodies are socially constructed (Ramazanoglu, 1993, 

ǇΦ сύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŀǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ Ǿariable ways of specifying 

knowledge and truthτwhat it is possible to speak of at a given moment.... as sets of rules, and 

ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƛƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦȅ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƻǊ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜέ 

(Ramazanoglu, 1993, p. 19). These discourses shape what can be understood as truth within 

specific historical and social contexts, defining the boundaries within which gender performances 

and bodily identities become intelligible. Within this framework, resistance is not external to 

power but rather an inherent part of it. Resistance takes the form of counter-discourses that 

challenge dominant norms, produce alternative knowledge, and generate new forms of power. 

Butler deepen this analysis by exploring how the materialization of bodies is inextricably linked 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎΣ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ 

gendered matrix, [and] the discursive practice by which matter is rendered irreducible 

ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ƻƴǘƻƭƻƎƛȊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛȄŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ƳŀǘǊƛȄ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǇƭŀŎŜέ ό.ǳǘƭŜǊΣ нлммΣ ǇΦ рύΦ Their 

work underscores that discourse does not simply describe bodies but actively produces the 

conditions under which they appear as intelligible or legitimate. In this sense, discourses do not 

just regulate meaning; they shape the very material boundaries of sexed existence. By 

understanding how discourses both produce and regulate the materiality of bodies, Butler reveal 

the ways in which norms surrounding gender and sex are naturalized, reified, and made difficult 

to contest. 

This reconceptualization of sex and gender has sparked significant debate within the 

constructionist camp, particularly regarding the challenges of maintaining a unified notion of 

άǿƻƳŀƴΦέ wŀŦŀƴŜƭƭ όнлнпύ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴΣ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƛǾƛde within 

constructionist feminism based on differing views about the universality of sex identity and the 

strategies for gender-based political resistance. She differentiates between soft constructionists, 

who view the body as biologically given yet experienced and interpreted variably across historical 

and cultural contexts, and radical constructionists, who argue that the body is constantly 

changingτnot just in the meanings attached to it, but also physically, formally, and in the 
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practices it compels. In this radical view, the body, both in its material reality and the symbolic 

meanings associated with it, is seen as a cultural production, so pre-existing materiality cannot 

serve as the basis for understanding sex and gender entities. This stance, explicitly challenging 

the dualistic divisions of sexed bodies as a biological determinant, fundamentally questions the 

certainty of a universal classification or unit of womanhood. 

In response to criticism from both soft constructionists and other critics of radical postmodern 

frameworks, who argue that dissolving core classifications of women as a relativistic cultural 

construct precludes any possibility of political activism, radical postmodernists offer a different 

view. They contend that by advocating a particular and universal classification of women in 

opposition to men as universally given, mainstream feminism inadvertently aligns itself with, or 

even becomes complicit in, the power mechanisms that oppress women, such as the 

naturalization of unequal divisions of labour. 

When it comes to the notion of gendered bodies, Butler represent one of the most radical social 

constructionist traditions, emphasizing the formative power of discourse and the fundamental 

social nature of human materiality. In their performative theory of sex and gender, they articulate 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜȄ ƛǎ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘǎ ƛƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ǿƘŀǘ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ ǘŜǊƳǎ ǘƘŜ άǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ ƛŘŜŀƭΦέ {ŜȄ ƴƻǘ 

only acts as a norm but is part of the regulatory practice that produces the bodies it governs. 

¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ άΨǎŜȄΩ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ 

ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ όƻǊ Ŧŀƛƭǎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜύ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎέ ό.ǳǘƭŜǊΣ нлммΣ ǇǇΦ 

xi-xii). 

In their book Bodies that Matter, Butler seek to link the issue of the materiality of the body to 

ǘƘŜ άǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΦέ ¢ƘŜȅ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

specific highly regulated performative practices (2011, p. xii). Butler conceptualize performativity 

ŀǎ άƴƻǘ ŀ ǎƛƴƎǳƭŀǊ ΨŀŎǘΣΩ ŦƻǊ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ ǊŜƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƴƻǊƳ ƻǊ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ƴƻǊƳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ 

that it acquires an act-like status in the present, it conceals or dissimulates the conventions of 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎearch, gendered famers (2011, xxi).  
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!ŘŀǇǘƛƴƎ .ǳǘƭŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

ƭŀƴŘ ŀǎ άǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ ƛŘŜŀƭǎΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ CƻǳŎŀǳƭŘƛŀƴ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǎ ŀ ƴƻǊƳ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ 

as part of the regulatory force that produces the bodies it dominates. This is not a mere fact or a 

static condition of the body but a process through which regulatory norms materialize the 

gendered bodies of farmers. This materialization is achieved through what Butler (2011) call 

άŎƻƳǇǳƭǎƛǾŜ ǊŜƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣέ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ to the constant pressure to repeat societal norms, particularly 

gender norms, in daily life. As Butler (2011) emphasize, this repetition is a sign that this 

materialization is never completed. These bodies never fully comply with the very norms through 

which their materialization is enforced. 

For example, rural boys and girls internalize their gender roles through socialization processes 

that typically involve close interactions with their same-gender parents and farmers. The young 

and inexperienced bodies of girls and boys incorporate history and tradition as they are 

embodied by more experienced farmers (Bergstedt, 2016, p. 164). This incorporation of the 

socio-ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŜŀƭ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ tƛŜǊǊŜ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ 

habitusΦ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ habitus ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ άŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ŘǳǊŀōƭŜΣ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǎŀōƭŜ ŘƛǎǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ 

ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΦέ IŀōƛǘǳǎΣ ŀǎ άŀ 

product of history produces individual and collective practices - more history - in accordance with 

ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘŜƳŜǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦέ  

This form of knowledge does not necessarily involve explicit principles or knowledge of principles 

όΨŘƻŎǘŀ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴǘƛŀΩύΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎŜǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ǎǘǊƛŎǘƭȅ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΦ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 

agents often do not fully grasp the deeper meaning behind their actions, sensing more than they 

explicitly know. Bourdieu further expands on this embodied nature of practice through le sens 

pratique, a form of knowledge that is learned through the body and embedded in daily 

interactions but cannot be fully articulated or codified into formal knowledge. It is an acquired, 

practical sense of navigating the social world, shaping how individuals instinctively respond to 

their environment without needing to consciously deliberate on every action. He argues that 

social agents are often unaware of the broader social systems influencing their actions because 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ άŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘέ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘ. They act in ways that make sense within 
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the framework of their social world, but they do not always explicitly understand or reflect on 

the social forces, power relations, or symbolic meanings that shape their actions. This aligns with 

his notion of doxa, the unquestioned, self-evident beliefs embedded in social life, which 

individuals accept without necessarily critical reflection (Bourdieu, 1990, pp. 54-139). 

As Bourdieu (1977) notes, when gendered coordination arises from daily interactions with their 

environment, it often escapes the level of consciousness, creating an impression of intrinsic, 

natural, commonsensical human movements (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 87, as cited in Bergstedt, 2016, 

pp. 8-фύΦ .ŜǊƎǎǘŜŘǘ όнлмсύΣ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ƘŀōƛǘǳǎΣ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ 

ǊŜǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭέ ƻǊ άǎŜƭŦ-ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘΦέ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

the historical contexts and social compositions that orient female and male bodies towards 

specific places and actions (Figure 2.1). Over time, female and male bodies learn and internalize 

which actions are appropriate in specific contexts and environments.  

.ŜǊƎǎǘŜŘǘ όнлмсύ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ LƴƎƻƭŘΩǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƻƪΣ The Perception of the 

Environment, to illustrate how naturalized gender relations may escape conscious recognition. In 

his initial examination of The Harvesters, a famous painting by Pieter Bruegel the Elder, Ingold 

(2011) explored how humans engage with their environment through their physicality and skills. 

Bergstedt argues that he overlooked the critical role gender plays in these interactions. Ingold 

focused on the temporality of life and the reciprocal relationship between humans and the earth, 

describing the cycles of work and rest among labourers. Yet, by adopting a gender-neutral lens, 

he failed to acknowledge that only men are depicted harvesting and binding the sheaves, while 

women are solely shown carrying them from the field (pp. 7-10). Ingold does briefly acknowledge 

gender in Being Alive (2022), yet his overall approach remains largely unchanged, making it 

worthwhile to revisit the implications of this earlier oversight. What his reading overlooks is 

precisely what many societies take for granted: that labour is organized through gendered 

expectations so deeply entrenched they often escape notice. 
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Figure 2.1 Gender and Rice Paddies 

Top Left: The son of the family operates a tiller to plow the rice field while the father, seated just outside the field and out of the frame, supervises the work. 

Top Right: The family is taking out the seedlings before the Transplantation Day; three men stand on the right, with a woman on the left. 

Bottom Left: Men prepare for the transplantation by moving seedlings and flattening the soil. 

Bottom Right: Women transplant the seedlings as the male landowner stands on the concrete border of the paddy field, overseeing the work.
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¢Ƙƛǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǘƻ LƴƎƻƭŘΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ¢ƘŜ IŀǊǾŜǎǘŜǊǎ ōǳǘ ƛǎ 

reflected cross-culturally in agricultural practices themselves. The gender division of labour in 

agriculture also often appears self-evident and natural, as reflected in the ancient Vietnamese 

ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ά¢ƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ǇƭƻǿǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƭŀƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ōǳŦŦŀƭƻ ƘŀǊǊƻǿǎέτa sentiment that 

prevails in northern Iran, too. Deviations from such roles are usually recognized and corrected 

quickly. While such proverbs attempt to naturalize this division of labour, in some societies this 

is reinforced more strongly, with men maintaining a monopoly over the act of plowing, which 

holds a higher status within patriarchal value systems. For example, in some traditional Indian 

commǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭƻǿ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǇƻƭƭǳǘƛƴƎΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ 

these communities were often excluded from farm labour during their menstrual cycles, a belief 

still upheld in some regions today due to the perception that their presence could harm young 

seedlings (Agarwal, 2002; Agarwal, 1994 as cited in Jacobs, 2013, p. 177). A comparable spatial 

ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ƛƴ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŀƴΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ ŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ŀ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ 

near Langarud, Gilan, I experienced this firsthand: when I attempted to step into a rice field being 

plowed, both my male and female local companions promptly stopped me. The presence of an 

outsider unfamiliar with these social norms may momentarily disrupt them, yet the established 

order is swiftly reaffirmed following any such transgression (top left in Figure 2.1). 

However, within the community itself, exceptions to these roles sometimes occur. Gender roles 

may temporarily adapt when agricultural households face a shortage of male or female labour 

due to illness, war, or other reasons, but there is an emphasis on quickly reestablishing the 

previous order once those reasons are resolved. Traditional roles are quickly reinstated when the 

labour force becomes available again or replaced (primarily through marriage and mainly with 

brides and daughters-in-law labour). Bergstedt (2016) points to a young Vietnamese woman who 

had not transplanted rice before marriage. Her husband, who had been raised by his single father 

and regularly engaged in rice transplantation and other traditionally female-coded tasks before 

marriage, refused to continue them after she joined his extended household. He preferred to 

step back, limiting himself to supervising while his wife assumed the role of a female farmer. 



 

54 
 

 

I observed a similar situation when I was doing my fieldwork in the village of Mordian, Langarud 

County, Iran. I was paying a visit to a household of three, a couple whose adult unmarried son 

lived with them. Their married son, his wife and their daughter arrived when I was there. Upon 

arrival, the daughter-in-law quickly changed her clothes and began serving the guests with a smile 

and cheerfulness. Although she did not reside there, she immediately took on host duties and 

house chores like laundry and dusting. The adaptation was so swift; the family, which had not 

had a daughter for many years, quickly adjusted its dynamics to her physical presence in such a 

way that everyone, including the mother-in-law, now holding a matriarch position with a 

daughter-in-law and granddaughter, stepped back from performing female-codes duties. For me, 

ǘƘƛǎ ǎŎŜƴŜ ŜǾƻƪŜŘ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ άǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ 

dominance exercised with the complicity of social agents (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 167). While the son 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ όǘƘŜ ƎǊŀƴŘŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊύ ƘŀŘ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 

house for rest and leisure as guests, the daughter-in-law not only had to serve them and other 

guests but also had to catch up on her in-ƭŀǿǎΩ ōŀŎƪƭƻgs. 

нΦоΦ 9ŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ [ŀƴŘ 

Ecofeminism represents a socio-political and ecological movement where feminist and ecological 

principles intersect (Vélez, 2024, p. 84; Ojeda et al.,2022). Alicia Puleo (2024) defines ecofeminist 

theory as a deep awareness of the environmental crisis; it is not a monolithic linear discipline but 

a complex network of intellectual traditions that engage deeply with socio-ecological justice. In 

my research, I draw upon the ecofeminisms of Maria Mies, Vandana Shiva and Veronika 

Bennholdt-Thomsen as well as their critiques to explore gender and land issues within Iranian 

ecological and rural contexts. Over the past seven decades, these issues have been shaped by 

various discourses and practices, particularly following the White Revolution (1963) for a modern 

Iran. In recent decades, a counter-movement has emerged, challenging traditional concepts of 

gender, development, and ecology through a network of dispersed yet interconnected 

agricultural practices. This movement, spurred by the adverse socio-ecological impacts of rapid 

developmentτincluding biodiversity loss, pollution, and intensified gender and ethnic 



 

55 
 

 

conflictsτstrives for a reciprocal care-based relationship with both humans and more-than-

humans, seeking to dismantle entrenched gender power dynamics in relation to nature. 

Amidst this backdrop, development projects, often backed by international and national entities, 

contrast with grassroots efforts that aim to sustain themselves by redefining and revitalizing 

notions of community and Indigenous knowledge. Beyond examining how these development 

initiatives have transformed the fabric of rural society in northern Iran, my project seeks to 

ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ {ƘƛǾŀ ŀƴŘ aƛŜǎΩǎ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ 

these emerging justice-oriented practices within the broader socio-political and theoretical 

context of post-Iranian land reform.  

This exploration necessitates a look back at the historical underpinnings of ecofeminism to better 

understand its foundational principles and their relevance today. To grasp the complexity of 

subsistence ecofeminism and its origins, I will contextualize this discussion within the broader 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ LƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳέ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜŘ ƛƴ 

the 1970s across several continents, with its inaugural mention attributed to French radical 

ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ CǊŀƴœƻƛǎŜ ŘΩ9ŀǳōƻƴƴŜ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǇƛǾƻǘŀƭ мфтп ǿƻǊƪ [Ŝ CŞƳƛƴƛǎƳŜ ƻǳ ƭŀ ƳƻǊǘΦ 5Ω9ŀǳōƻƴƴŜ 

drew parallels between the female suppression under patriarchy and the exploitation of nature, 

advocating for women to spearhead an ecological revolution (as cited in Buckingham, 2015, p. 

846). KatarȊȅƴŀ {ȊƻǇŀ όнлннύ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘΩ9ŀǳōƻƴƴŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

response to ecological challenges rather than placing the burden of cleaning up the 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƳŜǎǎ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ όǇΦ ннύΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŘΩ9ŀǳōƻƴƴŜΩǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǎǘ aŀǊȄƛǎǘ ŀƴŀƭȅsis 

of the patriarchal capitalist system, as ecofeminism was embraced and developed within the 

English-speaking world, it increasingly adopted what Buckingham (2015) describes as an 

essentialist stance τa perspective I will unpack in greater depth in the following discussion. 

{ȊƻǇŀ όнлннύ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ άŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜŘέ ŀƴŘ 

Americanized within Western feminist movements. She argues that ecofeminist debates arose in 

a specific historical context, coinciding with the emergence of neoliberal policies in the West, 

which emphasized radical technological development. The rise of ecofeminism paralleled with 

the anti-nuclear and anti-Western militarism movements of the 1970s and early 1980s, a period 
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also marked by the advent of identity politics within Anglo-American feminist discourse. This era 

set the stage for robust debates between constructionist and essentialist feminist approaches, 

significantly influencing the theoretical discussions within ecofeminism and beyond (p. 23). 

Ecofeminists, labelled as essentialists, posit an innate connection between women and nature. 

This perspective aims to reverse the Cartesian/Enlightenment hierarchy, which privileges 

ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ άƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴŜέ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ as weakerτsuch as 

women, colonized or racialized peoples, propertyless men, children, and more-than-human 

worlds. Ecofeminists like Irene Diamond (1990), Gloria Feman Orenstein (1990), Carolyn 

aŜǊŎƘŀƴǘ όмфулύΣ ŀƴŘ ±ŀƭ tƭǳƳǿƻƻŘ όмфусύ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘŀƳǇƛƻƴŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩs principles of care and 

cooperation, asserting that those values would promote the flourishing of both human and more-

than-human lives. The most celebratory advocates of this approach, such as Mary Daly, Andree 

Collard, and Charlene Spretnak, argued that ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎτmenstruation, 

pregnancy, and nursingτforged a closer connection to nature. They suggested this proximity 

ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊǎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΣ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǊƛǎŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ άŜǘƘƛŎ ƻŦ ŎŀǊŜέ 

ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘŎŀre and household management roles, which is essential for curbing 

ecological destruction (Buckingham, 2015, p. 846). 

Szopa elaborates that essentialists focus on two main issues: the essentialist view of female 

identity and a dualistic view of women and nature. The initial assumption is that all women share 

a common experience of oppression and that exploitative relationships with nature could be 

ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ Second, the primary 

framework for discussion is structured by Enlightenment-derived dualisms like nature/culture, 

body/reason, woman/man, and non-human/humanτwhere the former are grouped together, 

and the latter are prioritized in capitalist systems. These binaries were seen as foundational to 

systems of domination and social hierarchies. Szopa points out that this method, besides being 

Eurocentric, oversimplifies Western intellectual traditions and tends to isolate the ideas of 

women and men from their historical and sociological contexts (2024, p.24). 

Critics have challenged this approach in various contexts; even Plumwood, in her later work 

όмффоύΣ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛǎŘƻƳ ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀƴ άǳƴŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǾŜǊǎŀƭΣέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ 
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exalted over masculine traits. Since the feminine/masculine binary itself stems from androcentric 

thinking, which has dichotomized feminine versus masculine, relying on such a framework to 

contest patriarchal norms appears counterproductive. In her book Feminism and the Mastery of 

Nature, Plumwood critiques the dualistic power dynamics but continues to interpret the world 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ {ƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ άƳŀǎǘŜǊ ƳƻŘŜƭέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΣ 

explaining that the concept of the human evolved alongside definitions of masculine identity. 

Plumwood argues that the crisis is not inherent to the male gender or human condition but rather 

to Western definitions of human identity in relation to gender and nature. She identifies dualism 

as a hierarchical system of signification that polarizes distinctions like female/male, mind/body, 

and underdeveloped/developed, directly corresponding with naturalized gender, class, and racial 

or environmental oppressions, respectively (Plumwood, 1993, p. 43). 

{ǘŜŦŀƴƛŀ .ŀǊŎŀ όнлнлύ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ tƭǳƳǿƻƻŘΩǎ άƳŀǎǘŜǊ ƳƻŘŜƭέ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

exploitative characteristic of the Anthropocene. She posits that one side of each duality is 

naturally dominant, defining the other in relation to it or with a lack of quality. This model 

suggests that dominance is an inherent aspect of the established order. Barca argues that power 

moulds identities by distorting two sides of what intends to split apart. Her approach reveals how 

intersecting forms of repression, alienation, and dominance manifest; for instance, a Global 

North middle-class woman of European descent, while disadvantaged or, as she calls, colonized 

by gender, may hold privileged positions relative to other constructs of geography, race, and 

class. These interǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΦ 

.ŀǊŎŀ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŘǳŀƭƛǎƳǎ ƛǎ άƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǾŜǊǎŀƭ ƴƻǊ ƳŜǊƎŜǊΣ 

ŀƴƴƛƘƛƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜέ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŘƛǇƻƭŜǎ ŀƭong non-

hierarchical lines (2020, pp. 3-4). 

Building on these critiques of dualistic thinking, and in dialogue with essentialist trends that 

position women as inherently connected to nature, a body of constructionist scholarship has 

further interrogated such assumptions. These constructionist critiques resist the essentialist 

ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ŀǎ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ 

debates on gender differences. Buckingham (2015) and Szopa (2022) argue that these 
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ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴƛǎǘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƭƛƎƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘΩ9ŀǳōƻƴƴŜΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-economic conditions, rather than their biology, as influencing their 

closer relationship with nature. Constructionists explain that the traditionally socialized roles of 

women over generations have placed them in direct contact with nature, suggesting that anyone 

involved in social reproduction, such as provisioning, cooking, cleaning, watering, and clothing, a 

concept I will return to and challenge later in this chapterτis naturally more frequently in 

interaction with nature. 

This phenomenon is especially pronounced in rural areas of the Global South, or what Shahidul 

!ƭŀƳ όнллуύ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άaŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ²ƻǊƭŘΣέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ōƛƻƳŀǎǎ 

ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ Řŀƛƭȅ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ {ǳŎƘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ with the environment have far-

ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǿŜƭƭ-being. As Vandana Shiva (2014) 

explains, the reliance on open ovens for cooking increases their susceptibility to respiratory 

diseases. Additionally, women, who are often subsistence farmers, are directly impacted by 

structural adjustment policies that transition subsistence agriculture to cash crops and restriction 

of common land entry rights for essential resources like timber and seeds when forests are placed 

under national protection. Shiva has also emphasized the crucial role of rural women as seed 

gatherers, drawing on their expertise to support feminist analyses and lead campaigns against 

environmentally destructive practices, particularly in India. 

The shifts within ecofeminism and the rise of the constructivist approach during the 1980s were 

driven by various factors. One notable change was the transformation of eco­feminist discourse, 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōȅ {ȊƻǇŀ ŀǎ άŀ ǎƘƛŦǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ΨŎŜƴǘǊŜΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ΨƳŀǊƎƛƴǎΣΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ΨǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊȅΩ ōŜƛƴƎ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘτsuch as Vandana Shiva 

from India, Maria Mies from Germany, WangarƟ aŀŀǘƘŀƛ ŦǊƻƳ bŀƛǊƻōƛΣ ŀƴŘέ .Lth/15 scholars like 

Alice Walker, Audre Lorde or bell hooks (Szopa, 2022, p.24). These voices exposed the elitist and 

ethnocentric biases in classical feminist analyses, especially by introducing Global South and 

Indigenous traditions and insights. As the voiceǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άaŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ²ƻǊƭŘέ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴŎŜ 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΣ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŜȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

 
15 Black, Indigenous, People of Colour 
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ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŘŜƎǊŀŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ό.ǳŎƪƛƴƎƘŀƳΣ нлмрΣ 

p. 846).  

Out of this shift emerged various gender, environment, and development (GED) approaches, 

particularly during the United Nations Decade for Women (1975ς1985). These frameworks called 

ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘǊough equal 

participation in existing structures or through the transformation of those structures themselves. 

{ǳŎƘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎΣ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΣ 

organizations, and contributions to environmental practices. Researchers and social activists 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

existing ecologies to reduce gender and environmental inequalities, advocating for the inclusion 

ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ on their own terms within national environmental development 

frameworks (Ojeda et al., 2022, p. 152). Although this approach was primarily developed in rural 

areas of the Global South after decades of prescriptive post-World War II development programs 

(discussed in chapter 3 on land reform), it also had relevance in industrialized and urban contexts. 

Despite high-profile activism in the late 1980s and early to mid-1990s, when ecofeminism 

seemed to influence international development and environmental agendas, it eventually fell out 

ƻŦ ŦŀǾƻǳǊΦ .ǳŎƪƛƴƎƘŀƳ όнлмрύ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΩǎ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ Ƴŀȅ have been partly due 

to unfair accusations of essentialism, which characterized some but not all early perspectives. 

The number of ecofeminist publications decreased; it appears that ecofeminists struggled to 

address emerging challenges effectively (p. 849). I suggest that another factor contributing to 

ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΩǎ ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƛǘǎ ŀōǎƻǊǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ōǳǊŜŀǳŎǊŀǘƛŎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 

government mechanisms, particularly under the paradigms of gender mainstreaming and, later, 

sustainable development. TƘƛǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛƭǳǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 

radical potential, limiting its impact. 

Nevertheless, ecofeminism continued to evolve, and in the early twenty-first century a new 

generation of writers, researchers, and social activists began to revitalize the discourse. This 

resurgence has been fuelled by contributions to ecofeminist citizenship (Sherilyn MacGregor), 

challenges to earlier critiques (Niamh Moore), and the integration of more recent feminist 
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concerns into environmental justice (Susan Buckingham, Rakibe Kulcur, Giovanna di Chiro) and 

feminist political ecology (Smriti Rao, Wendy Harcourt, Dianne Rocheleau) (Buckingham, 2015, 

p. 845). At the same time, the foundational contributions of earlier ecofeminists have resurfaced, 

continuing to inspire contemporary thinkers such as Stefania Barca (2020), Silvia Federici (2024), 

Ariel Salleh (2009), and Bina Agarwal et al. (2021). 

Within this revival, materialist ecofeminism has been particularly influential. Developed by earlier 

theorists such as Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen, Maria Mies, and Vandana Shiva, this strand 

rejects essentialist claims that women are inherently nurturing or closer to nature. Instead, 

ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǎǘ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘǎ ŦƻǊŜƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

subordinate position, directly linked to the socialized gender division of labour. This perspective 

highlights how the exploitation of women and nature is intertwined within capitalist patriarchy, 

ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛƻ-environmental issues. 

Subsistence ecofeminism theoreticians, such as Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen (2000), along with 

other materialist ecofeminists, associate the exploitation of women with the depletion of the 

natural world. They underscore the interconnectedness of all forms of life and subordination, 

highlighting that the subjugation of women is intrinsically linked to the degradation of the 

environment. They emphasize the continuous connection between the exploitation of women 

and nature within the capitalist system, arguing that the patriarchal capitalist framework 

ŘŜǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ-than human nature (Gaard, 

1993, as cited in Phillips, 2016).  

Inspired by Rosa Luxemburg, the subsistence approach thinkers emphasize that capitalism needs 

ŀƴ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀōƭŜ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ άǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊȅέ ό²ŀƭƭŜǊǎǘŜƛƴΣ нлнлύΤ ƛǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀ ƴƻƴ-capitalist exterior to 

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǳƴǇŀƛŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǾŀƭǳŜŘ labour of Southern people, 

act as a reservoir for capitalist exploitation. These scholars identify nature, women, and the 

Global South as three colonies of the Euro-American man (Cited in Dengler & Strunk, 2022). 

Within this framework, domestic and household labour is relegated to a peripheral status, in 

stark contrast to the central status accorded to the formal economy.  
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Maria Mies expands on this argument, demonstrating that while capitalism manifests differently 

across regions, the home remains a primary site of labour-surplus extractionτthe process of 

exploiting workers to create surplus value and profit. Through her concept of housewifization, 

aƛŜǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƳŜǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ 

to the earnings of a male breadwinner, allowing their labour to be systematically devalued and 

remunerated below subsistence levels. Housewifization functions as a mechanism for 

externalizing or ex-ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ Ŧŀƭƭ ǳǇƻƴ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘǎΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

labour, much like natural resources, is presumed to be freely available and inexhaustible, taken 

for granted as an unpaid yet essential foundation of economic systems (Mies & Bennholdt-

Thomsen, 2000; Mezzadri, 2023; Piccardi, 2022). 

9ǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣ aƛŜǎ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ ƛǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ 

the cheapest form of labour. She references the lacemakers in Narsapur, a city in Andhra Pradesh, 

southern India, to illustrate this point. Mies shows how the Green Revolution displaced a group 

of women from agricultural work, moving them towards home and home-based lacemaking, a 

traditional feminine craft and art. As women exited subsistence agriculture, a colonial put-out 

system infiltrated their homes, transforming them into units of both subsistence and factory 

production. Lacemaking consumed their days, often requiring the help of children. Despite this, 

the work was not considered a real job, even by the women themselves, as the system 

perpetuated the notion that they were still dependent on their husbands. For Mies, this reflects 

how capitalism, even when market-oriented, deprived women of their traditional rights without 

granting them the formal rights of proletarian workers. She explains that this entire decentralized 

system was dominated by men, with traders at the top of the lace-making chain organizing a 

complex network of contractors beneath them (Mies & Bennholdt-Thomsen, 2000, pp. 33-35; 

Mies, 1982, as cited in Dengler & Strunk, 2022). 

The trajectory of sericulture in northern Iran closely parallels the story of lacemaking in India. 

Although sericulture experienced a decline in popularity around the turn of the millennium, it 

has seen a resurgence in the late 2010s and early 2020s, likely driven by rising living costs and 

inflation (Ture & Khazaei, 2022). Sericulture, or silkworm farming, like lacemaking, is primarily 
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done at home. Despite the relatively traditional methods used, it remains profitable for Iranian 

merchants, intermediaries, and silk factories due to the low cost of rural, primarily female labour. 

The combination of being a woman, from the Global South, and rural significantly devalues the 

domestic work of rural Iranian women, thereby facilitating the smooth functioning of capitalist 

relations. Gilan province leads in silkworm farming, with Langarud County being the top producer 

in the province (Shir-MohamƳŀŘƛΣ нлнпΤ άCŀǊņȊ ƻ ŦƻǊǳŘ-Ŝ ƴƻǿƎƘņƴŘņǊƛΧέΣ нлнпΤ άмпрфέΣ нлноύΦ 

Farmers often sell cocoonsτthough some spin their own silkτwhich are eventually exported or 

processed into yarn in factories. Proponents of the industry, such as Hamidreza Shakohi, Head of 

Research Affairs at Islamic Azad University, Neyriz Branch, base their arguments on the minimal 

production costs: free space, relatively free food (mulberry leaves), and cheap labour, mostly 

provided by women and children (Nemati, 2022). ¢Ƙƛǎ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ 

rendered cheap and naturalized, underscores how the marginalization of both the labour force 

and the workplace is systemic, resulting in the undervaluation of their work and ultimately 

protecting the profit margins of investors and traders. 

According to Smriti Rao and A. Haroon Akram-Lodhi (2021), class exploitation occurs in situations 

like silkworm farming, where the producer receives only a small share of the surplus and added 

value. For capitalist employers, exploitation through the suppression of wages and the reduction 

ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ōŀǊƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛȊƛƴƎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŀŎŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜȅ 

explain that the tendency towards capital accumulation through the increased appropriation of 

surplus by dominant groups is a defining characteristic of capitalism. 

Appealing to patriarchal values and racial and ethnic conflicts that deem certain labour as less 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ƻǊ ƭŜǎǎ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ ǳǎŜ ǘƻ ƭƻǿŜǊ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ōŀǊƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ 

power and sustain the cycle of accumulation over [longer] time. These capitalistic tactics of 

ƭŜǾŜǊŀƎƛƴƎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƻǊ ŜǘƘƴƛŎκǊŀŎƛŀƭ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ άǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǊƳȅ ƻŦ 

ƭŀōƻώǳϐǊέτa group of workers who can be easily hired and fired, thus keeping wages low and 

weakening labour resistance (Rao & Akram-Lodhi, 2021, pp. 35-36). 

Smriti Rao and A. Haroon Akram-Lodhi (2021) observe that early feminist political economists, 

such as Jane Humphries (1983) and Joan Scott (1988), argued that female workers, particularly 
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those from middle-income families, often functioned as a reserve labour force. However, more 

recent work, including studies by Lise Vogel (2018) and Barbara Ehrenreich (2012), suggests that 

the high employment of women in the formal sector indicates women are not necessarily part of 

this reserve army in the Global North. In 2020, the employment rates for women and men in 

Canada were 63.4% and 71.9%, respectively. High wages, technological advances, and 

government assistance have alleviated some of the burdens traditionally placed on women in 

patriarchal societies, allowing them to enter the workforce. Nevertheless, because men still do 

not share these responsibilities equally, the remaining gap is often filled by employing racialized 

labourτa topic I will explore further in the next section. 

In Global South countries such as Iran, the low employment rate in the formal sector for women 

compared to men (13.6% for women versus 68.2% for men in 2022) and the high official 

unemployment rate (15.8% for women compared to 7.7% for men in 2022) suggest that women 

can still serve as a reserve army of labour. It is also worth considering Rao and Akram-[ƻŘƘƛΩǎ 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ Dƭƻōŀƭ {ƻǳǘƘΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǎƳŀƭƭ-scale petty commodity producers have 

been marginalized but not incorporated into the wage labour force, again suggesting that they 

Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊέ όwŀƻ ϧ !ƪǊŀƳ-Lodhi, 2021). 

The marginality and peripherality of labour and production resources render them increasingly 

invisible and exploitable. Post-colonial ecofeminists, while questioning the colonial relations 

reinforcing the exploitation of the Global South, women and nature, challenge socio-economic 

interventions through so-called counter-projects promoted by the UN and other international 

institutions under the guise of development, often victimizing or heroizing marginalized 

communities within the capitalist economy (Di Chiro, 2017, p. 488; Asch et al., 2018). One such 

example is the US-backed land reform program in Iran (1962-1971). 

Agrarian reforms transformed the ecologies and biodiversity of soil alongside social relations 

around agriculture. Traditional agriculture relied on crop rotation and fallow periods to maintain 

soil fertility. However, industrialized agriculture seeks to boost soil productivity through the 

excessive use of chemical fertilizers, ultimately degrading the nutritional quality of crops and 

leading to various nutritional deficiencies among the population. This, in turn, created a market 



 

64 
 

 

for multivitamins and supplements as people attempt to compensate for these deficiencies 

(Robleño Moreno, 2016, p. 29; Gibson-Graham et al., 2013). 

In Iran, large-scale hydroelectric and water transfer projects initiated during the agrarian reforms 

continue to this day, with significant negative impacts on local ecosystems. These projects have 

devastated traditional small-scale agriculture in water-rich areas, prioritizing industrial and 

agricultural development in less water-abundant but politically powerful regions. This shift has 

exacerbated soil erosion and air pollution nationwide, with the resulting fine dust and chemical 

pollutants contributing to a surge in respiratory and autoimmune diseases across the country. 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ !Ǌƛŀ bŜǿǎ !ƎŜƴŎȅ όнлноύΣ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊ ƛƴ LǊŀƴΩǎ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŎƛǘƛŜǎτthose with populations 

exceeding one millionτremains polluted for half of the year. The city of Ahwaz, in southwest 

IǊŀƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘǊŀǾŜǊǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǿŀǘŜǊ-abundant river and was part of the ancient 

green crescent, did not experience a single clean air day in the previous Iranian calendar year 

(2022-2023). It is crucial to recognize that climate change is a broad and complex phenomenon, 

ǿƛǘƘ ¢ǳǊƪŜȅΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ мфтлǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ ƛƴ 

LǊŀǉΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ LǊŀƴΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ό!ǊŀǎΣ нлмуΤ .ƛƭƎŜƴΣ нлмуΤ IǳƴǘΤ нлмфΤ 

Madani et al.; 2016). 

Development discourses focusing on agricultural productivity, which have long been proven 

unsustainable, have consistently sought to downplay the gendered, ethnic, racial, and ecological 

costs of such projects. However, socio-political unrests like the Mahsa-Jina uprising, combined 

with ongoing high unemployment rates, persistent inflation, and the rising prevalence of 

diseasesτparticularly autoimmune disordersτmake these issues impossible to ignore. Post-

development theorists such as Arturo Escobar (2000), Gustavo Esteva (2022), and Kathryn Dix 

(2022) alongside ecofeminists, criticize the ways in which development policies are shaped by, 

and in turn perpetuate, environmental degradation and gender inequality. These scholars argue 

that colonial capitalism, both historically and in its contemporary forms, has relied on the 

ŘƛŎƘƻǘƻƳȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƧǳǎǘƛŦȅ άǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣέ άŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣέ ŀƴŘ 

άƳƻŘŜƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΦέ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻǾŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŜǘǘƭŜǊ-

state regulations and nationalist paternalistic governments, which exert control over the labour 
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ŀƴŘ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ LƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŀƴŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ 

often becomes a tool to enforce social hierarchies and environmental exploitation, deepening 

existing inequalities under the guise of modernization. 

A key issue within development discourse is its tendency to homogenize women, ignoring the 

broader political and social processes and intersections of class, race, and ethnicity. This oversight 

is particularly critical in Iran, a country characterized by diverse climates, modes of production, 

and kinship systems across its regions, ranging from extended nomadic clans to urban nuclear 

families. Linguistic diversity across regions further complicated matters, making it challenging for 

central policymakers to fully recognize and assess local social relations and production practices. 

In the northern Caspian region, before land reform, the predominantly humid subtropical climate 

supported both dry and wet agriculture. The semi-primogeniture system of inheritance was 

prevalent, making the region somewhat unique. The dominance of rice farming in this area 

coincided with a higher share of female labour in agriculture. Despite these unique regional 

characteristics, development programs lacked the necessary depth to account for regional and 

cultural differences. Their androcentric language, disguised as gender-neutral, specifically 

overlooked and marginalized women, a topic I will explore in greater detail in chapter 3 on Iranian 

land reform. 

Having examined the gendered and ecological dynamics of capitalist systems through an 

ecofeminist lens, I now turn to female-coded work, particularly care, which has historically been 

feminized in many cultures, including Iran. In the following section, I will explore how such work 

is valued and conceptualized within these systems. 

нΦпΦ /ŀǊŜΣ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ƳƻŘŜ 

Care is a key concept that feminists, particularly ecofeminists, use to explore the relationship 

between gendered bodies and their environments. Care holds significant importance in 

ecofeminism for several reasons. Firstly, much of the work performed by women, as well as by 

racialized and marginalized groups, including domestic labour, is categorized as care. This type of 

work is often naturalized, undervalued, and exploited within patriarchal capitalist systems. So, 
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ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ-making practices 

by highlighting the mechanisms of exploitation that devalue care. Moreover, care, in its reciprocal 

sense, has the potential to challenge existing power dynamics and offer alternative, counter-

anthropocentric frameworks that emphasize mutual non-exploitive relationships between 

humans and their surrounding environment. 

Care, or what Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt (1999) refer to as affective labour, revolves 

ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ 

well-being, relationships, and social order. Hardt (1999) further emphasizes that this form of 

labour, which Dorothy Smith (1987) calls άƭŀōƻώǳϐǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ƳƻŘŜ,έ ƛǎ άŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ƛƳƳŜǊǎŜŘ ƛƴ 

the corporeal, the somatic, but the affects it produces are nevertheless immaterial. What 

affective labour ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΣ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ōƛƻǇƻǿŜǊέ όǇΦ фсύΦ 

Negri and Hardt further discuss affective labour as a form of immaterial labour that involves the 

production and manipulation of affects. Although affective labour is corporeal, its products are 

not necessarily tangible; it engages in social bonding and strengthens communities by creating a 

feeling of comfort, satisfaction, and well-being (as cited in Carroll, 2022). I must also distinguish 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ bŜƎǊƛ ŀƴŘ IŀǊŘǘΩǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ !ǊƭƛŜ wΦ IƻŎƘǎŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ όмфтфύ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

labour. Affective labour primarily involves managing and producing emotions in others, whereas 

emotional labour is a form of self-management and coƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ 

ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘΤ ƛƴ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ƻƴŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ άƛƴŘǳŎŜ 

or suppress feelings in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the proper state 

ƻŦ ƳƛƴŘ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ (Hochschild 1983, pp. 6-7 as cited in de Courville Nicol, 2011, p. 143; 

Hochschild 1979). Taken together, the overlap between these concepts underscores their 

analytical interrelation; however, for the purposes of this section, I concentrate on the 

theorization and implications of affective labour. 

Negri and Hardt (2000; 2004) argue that since the late 20th century, the significance of 

immaterial labour has grown alongside the shift from an industrial economy to a service-based 

one. They recognize a new economic paradigm emerging during the 1970s and 1980s, which they 

term the post-Fordism or information era. In this era, with the fade of the regular rhythm of 
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factory production, the production system resembles the pre-capitalist subsistence agriculture 

period, characterized by a more fluid boundary between private and public spheres. In 

contemporary capitalism, work and life have become increasingly indistinguishable and 

inseparable (as cited in Eden, 2012; Singh, 2019, p. 167, as cited in Eden, 2012). In this 

environment, feedback loops are rapid, theoretically allowing production decisions to follow and 

respond to market demands.  

The growing importance of affective labour, especially in economically dominant countries, has 

led employers to prioritize education, attitude, and personality as essential employee 

qualifications. The labour market increasingly values cultural competencies and skills in affective 

and immaterial labour within the service economy (Eden, 2012, pp. 42ς53). Also in Iran, which 

holds a peripheral or, as I argue, semi-peripheral status within the global economic system 

(Wallerstein, 2020; Miller, 2017; Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2017),16 these shifts are noticeable. Over the 

past two decades, job applicants in a broad range of fields have been subjected to psychological 

as well as specialized interviews, while employees in large companies are regularly required to 

attend seminars on workplace behaviour and interpersonal relations. 

Despite the growing importance of immaterial labour in the current economic paradigm, Hardt 

and Negri (2000) contend that affective labour is still considered less valuable compared to the 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘǿƻ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƳƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ άǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ƭabo[u]r of industrial 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƴŜǿƭȅ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΣέ ŀƴŘ άǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

labo[u]r of symbolic analysis and problem-ǎƻƭǾƛƴƎέ όŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ 9ŘŜƴΣ нлмнΣ ǇΦ рлύΦ /ŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ 

colonial systems strive to retain high-value immaterial labour in core economies, while relegating 

low-value labour to peripheral regions or marginalized groups, including women (Wallerstein, 

2020; Hardt, 1999, p. 97).  

According to Hardt, affective labour is the invisible glue of human societies and the most crucial 

aspect of immaterial labour. Through affective labour, social networks and forms of community 

are produced, constituting biopower. Biopower is the power to create life and produce 

 
16 According to the economic dependence of the surrounding countries such as Iraq and some Persian Gulf countries. 
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ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŎƛƭƛǘȅ 

exercised on bodies, on the one hand, and bio-power exercised on populations on the other, as 

ǘǿƻ ǇƻƭŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘέ (as cited in Ramazanoglu, 

1993, p. 22). By shifting the perspective and redefining the Foucauldian concept, Hardt (1999) 

proposes biopolitics from below, encompassing the daily struggles against the socio-economic 

relations of transnational corporations aƴŘ ŀƴȅ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ƭƛŦŜΦ IŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ƭƻƻƪ 

at the situation from the perspective of the labo[u]r involved in bio-political production, on the 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ōƛƻǇƻǿŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƭƻǿέ όǇǇΦ фу-99).  

For Hardt, ecofeminism is a form of biopolitics seeking to prioritize life and the affective labour 

of care. In Gilan, the community of women and young people working to protect the environment 

(jamiat_zanan_va_javanan_guilan) exemplifies this approach. This grassroots organization 

opposes biotechnologies and aims to safeguard wetlands and the Hyrcanian forests through 

waste reduction, composting, and promoting clean vehicles. By holding municipal management 

and corporate entities accountable, this community also engages in local, community-based 

actions. While decentralizing governance, they aim to centralize care in their actions, highlighting 

the ecofeminist commitment to integrating care and environmental practices into their activism. 

The Mahsa-Jina movement also represents a form of Iranian feminist biopolitics, extending its 

influence into both the streets and virtual spaces. In this movement, people took to the streets 

ǘƻ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ άƭƛǾŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƎŜnders, and religions, confronting a 

system that systematically devalues certain lives (Butler, 2021). In the early days of the protests, 

while there were no casualties reported in the streets of western or central Iran, government 

forces opened fire on Baluch protesters, including children, many of whom were returning from 

Friday prayers. The Baluch, a predominantly Sunni, non-Persian-speaking ethnic group, reside in 

southeastern Iran near the Pakistan border, where the majority of their community lives (Posch, 

2022). 

The Mahsa-Jina movement itself originated from the tragic death of a marginalized Kurdish 

woman, Mahsa-Jina Amini, protesting a system where the life of a woman, especially one from 

the periphery, is considered dispensable. Her life is easily taken over by something as minor as a 
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Ǿƛƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŎƻŘŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ǎǳǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

Baluch protesters further exposed the deep systematic inequalities in Iran, where the lives of an 

entire group from a certain ethnicity are dismissed as inconsequential. This escalation of state 

violence highlights a biopolitical stratification where some lives are systematically devalued more 

than others. 

¢ƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƘŜŀǾȅ ŀƴŘ ōƭƻƻŘȅ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ .ŀƭǳŎƘ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘŜǊǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ŀƴ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ 

ǘǊƻǳōƭƛƴƎ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΥ ǿƘŜƴ ŀƴ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ .ŀƭǳŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƛǎ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ƭŜǎǎ άƭƛǾŀōƭŜΣέ ǎǘŀǘŜ 

violence escalates with devastating impunity. Social media has laid bare this harsh truth, offering 

a sobering reminder to the nationτwhile many lives are systematically devalued, some are 

marginalized far more than others. This brutal hierarchy of worth has ignited widespread outrage 

and a deeper examination of the injustices faced by marginalized communities in Iran.  

Social media has played a crucial role in exposing these inequalities, revealing the brutal 

ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ άƎǊƛŜǾŀōƭŜέ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻǎŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘΦ .ȅ 

exposing the uneven distribution of state violence and social worth, the Mahsa-Jina movement 

underscores the sociopolitical processes that render certain populations disposable, challenging 

LǊŀƴΩǎ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ŜƴǘǊŜƴŎƘŜŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƴƻ-religious and gendered stratification. It laid bare a 

harsh reality, delivering a figurative slap in the face to the nation: not all lives are valued equally. 

This hierarchy of importance extends beyond political violence and permeates various aspects of 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-economic of lives. In Iran, multiple maldevelopment plans have diverted water 

from the western and northern regions to sustain industries, maintain employment, and support 

living conditions in the arid and semi-arid central regionsτthe historical seat of power. This is a 

prime example of how peripheralization operates, with both spatial and social implications (Pugh 

& Dubois, 2021, p. 268; Kühn, 2015). As World Systems theorists like Immanuel Wallerstein 

(2020) and Beverly J. Silver (2017) explain, core regionsτcentres of political decision-making, 

financial control, and economic powerτmaintain monopolies on profitable industries, advanced 

technologies, and high-value labour. In contrast, peripheral regions often rely on non-diversified 

economies, making them more vulnerable to economic or environmental crises, and are primarily 

focused on raw materials, agriculture, and cheap labour. These regions either produce low-cost 
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goods or send migrant workers to core areas for less-skilled work. In this context, the Baluch 

people, who live in the peripheral eastern borderlands of Iran, face severe droughts, worsened 

by the closure of water sources in Afghanistan and the lack of prioritization in Iranian diplomacy. 

While they are technically free to migrate and supply cheap labour to other regions, they remain 

systematically neglected and left to fend for themselves in increasingly precarious conditions 

(Hassaniyan, 2024). 

¢ƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ŀƭǳŎƘ ǇǊƻǘŜǎǘǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘΥ .ŀƭǳŎƘΣ ǿƘƻ 

protested, were more likely to be killed than arrested, revealing the stark reality that concepts of 

life, care, and protection are not extended equally across society. This unequal distribution of 

άǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊŀƭ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ 

populations and environments are sacrificed to sustain the core areas of power. The central 

regions are maintained at the expense of the peripheries, but this imbalance is unsustainable and 

will inevitably reach a breaking point when the costs of maintaining such inequity become too 

great for the government to manage. 

Development projects have not only exacerbated ethnic discriminationτsuch as against the 

Baluch peopleτbut have also deepened gender discrimination, particularly within the economic 

sphere. Sharon Astyk (2008) argues that with the rise of industrialization and modernizing 

development programs, a significant portion of affective and care labour has been marginalized 

from the industrial economy and reclassified as subsistence work, relegated to the private 

sphere. Myrtle Borsodi, as cited in Carroll (2022), emphasizes how capitalist economies frame 

domestic and subsistence labour as reproductive work, dismissing it as non-productive. With the 

increasing quantification of economics and the development of statistical institutions, such 

labour is excluded from Gross National Product (GNP) calculations, effectively rendering its 

providersτpredominantly womenτinvisible within the economy. 

¢ƘŜ LǊŀƴΩǎ {ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜƭȅ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ōǊƛŜŦ 

ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άƴƻƴ-ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜέ ƘƻǳǎŜǿƻǊƪΣ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 

marginalizing their contributions. Instead of using the formal employment rate (in the official 

ǎŜŎǘƻǊύΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘŜέ ƛǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ мрΦу҈ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ 
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in 2022. This term implies that over 84% of Iranian women above the age of 15 do not participate 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅτa claim that is far from reality. International research indicates that 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƘƻǳǊǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŜȄŎŜŜŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ƳŜƴ όOECD, 2017). However, because much of 

their work is in domains that have not been monetized, do not directly generate income, or have 

not received sufficient recognition, these misleading concepts and statistics continue to be 

reproduced and justified. 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

survival and continuation of capitalist systems. Astyk (2008) details how domestic subsistence 

labour, which is systematically devalued by being classified under reproduction, actually 

underpins the capitalist economy. Domestic labour, a large part of which is to create a loving and 

healthy environment, reduces the reliance on healthcare systems, sustains workers, and 

facilitates their recovery. It operates out of the official market economy, but the market economy 

cannot function without it.  

Paolo Virno (2004) challenges the perception that domestic affective labour, which does not yield 

direct income, should be considered non-ƭŀōƻǳǊΦ IŜ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩǎ ŜƴǘǊŜƴŎƘŜŘ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ 

between labour and non-labour, associating labour with remuneration and devaluing unpaid 

activities. According to Virno, the distinction between these categories is arbitrary, susceptible 

to change, and heavily influenced by political decisions (p. 103 as cited in Eden, 2012, p. 44). 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

labour within the capitalist system, some critics have emphasized its role as a space for class 

resistance. Afro-American feminists, such as Patricia Hill Collins (2022), have demonstrated that 

ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ŎƘƛƭŘŎŀǊŜΣ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

lessons not as forms of exploitation, but as essential contributions to the family economy and a 

means of facilitating class mobility for the next generation (Arruzza et al., 2023). However, it 

remains important to question whether this investment is made equally for girls and boys, and 

to recognize that class resistance does not necessarily translate into gender resistance. 
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There is a contradiction to consider: while unpaid care work may resist downward class mobility 

or even facilitate upward class mobility, it can also depress wages, particularly among groups 

associated with such work, such as racialized communities and people from the Global South. In 

Iran, low wages and purchasing power compared to countries like Canada have meant that a 

large portion of care work, which might be externalized in Canadian contexts, is performed within 

families, and employers often rely on this. I have personally observed that the inability of couples 

to outsource most care work due to the constraints of their paid employment has, in turn, led to 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǘŀǎƪǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ-income families. 

Valerie Padilla Carrol (2022) argues that feminists have both directly and indirectly contributed 

to reinforcing the devaluation of domestic care labour over the past century. During the 19th 

ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŦŦǊŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ rights and wage labour, 

contributing to a dominant discourse portraying domestic space as marginalized, non-productive, 

and politically and economically insignificant. Yet, at the same time, some materialist feminists, 

such as Mariarosa Dalla Costa (1972) and Selma James (1972), sought to collectivize domestic 

affective labour or endorse wages as a means of advancing gender equality and increasing social 

recognition of domestic work.  

Subsequent debates have shown that this tension persisted into the late twentieth century. Astyk 

(2008) argues that as women increasingly engaged with the modern public sphere, they 

inadvertently reinforced the diminished status of domestic work. Viewing formal employment as 

a means to attain political and social power, they placed less emphasis on the value of unpaid 

care labour. In a similar vein, Maria Mies and Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen (2000) contend that 

empowerment policies in the 1980s, which aimed to integrate women into power structures, 

succeeded in elevating a small minority while further marginalizing domestic and subsistence 

labour. Despite some advancements, institutional barriers and a hegemonic patriarchal culture 

(Gramsci, 2024) have continued to obstruct women in leadership roles from effectively 

introducing pro-women and pro-environment policies. Thus, while integration into the public 

sphere has brought limited gains, it has simultaneously reinforced the devaluation of labour 
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traditionally performed within the private, domestic realm (Mies & Bennholdt-Thomsen, 2000, 

pp. 189ς185). 

Despite improvements in the socio-political status of some women, the socio-cultural value of 

domestic work has proceeded to decline and so has the social prestige of affective labour and its 

practices. The invisibilization and devaluation of female-coded work and any affective 

subsistence labour serve the capitalist economy by enabling the profitable and unrestricted 

exploitation of women and other marginalized groups making up the majority of society (Mies, 

as cited in Astyk, 2008). Mies and Bennholdt-Thomsen (2000) explain that in patriarchal 

capitalism, the gendered division of labour, between paid and domestic, public and private, 

production and reproduction labour, is sustained through the naturalization of the latter (pp. 12ς

13). They argue that the modern economy privileges artificially produced goods over everything 

organically and naturally produced, taking anything natural for granted and treating it as free.  

To me, a key distinction between subsistence domestic and industrial or agricultural labour is its 

inexhaustibility. In my view, assigning household chores to women also serves as a way to 

maintain control over their mobility and sexuality. It not only confines them physically within the 

home but also keeps them mentally under control by constantly keeping them busy and 

eventually exhausting them. On the other hand, shorter daily working hours, coupled with the 

prevalence of sexual and gender ideologies, traditionally associating public spaces of rest and 

recreation with masculinity, grants men greater mobility and authority over their sexuality. 

Cecilia Bergstedt (2016) illustrates this dynamic in rural Vietnam, where it is difficult for a woman 

to leave the house without risking accusations of neglecting her family. Such judgments 

ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ōȅ ōƻǘƘ ǊǳǊŀƭ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ 

should be her family, while men are entitled to prioritize themselves.  

In Iran, particularly in the north, rural women historically enjoyed more mobility than urban and 

ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǿƻǊƪΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

greater mobility, their presence in public spaces was typically driven by necessity, such as work, 

while recreational public activities were often associated with men, as seen in many cultures 

(Bergstedt, 2016). For instance, men traditionally gathered in coffee houses in the northern 
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province of Gilan. It was not strange for men to spend even their whole days in coffee houses 

during the non-agricultural times or even growing seasons when women predominantly handled 

farming operations. There are still many functioning coffee houses in the villages of Gilan. ISNA, 

ǘƘŜ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ bŜǿǎ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ рΣслл ŎƻŦŦŜŜ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ƛƴ нΣулл ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎ 

with more than 20 households in which rural Gilani men spent about half of their year in 2012. 

ISNA attributes this practice to the local culture, which frowns upon men staying at home and 

holds a general belief that homes are reserved for women; an implication that proximity to 

women and female-ŎƻŘŜŘ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŜƴŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴƛǘȅ όάYƘŜǎņǊŀǘ-Ƙņ-ye hangoft-e 

ƪŜǎƘņǾŀǊȊƛ-ȅŜ ΧέΣ нлмн). 

IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ōȅ ƘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƛŦ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ 

ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƛŘƭŜ ǘƛƳŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

participation in agriculture and the increasing nuclearization of the familyτwhere couples live 

separately from their in-ƭŀǿǎΣ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎτsuch societal judgments have 

lessened over the past few decades. As women have become the mistresses of their own homes, 

free from the scrutiny and control of extended family, there has been a noticeable shift. Social 

gatherings for pleasure and leisure have become more acceptable and frequent. Yet, most 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƘƻƳŜǎΣ ƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊǎΦ 

Sports activities and spending time in parks are becoming increasingly popular, especially among 

younger generations. However, I must add that in Iranian culture, sports are not necessarily 

viewed as a form of recreation. In addition to being physically demanding, which can evoke 

memories of traditional manual labour, sports are often seen as an investment in a healthier 

future. 

One type of activity that has always been deemed appropriate for Iranian women is religious 

gatherings. Women, particularly in central regions of Iran, have traditionally organized various 

religious gatherings, mainly within homes or, less commonly, in mosques and other religious 

ǇƭŀŎŜǎΦ Lƴ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ YŀǎƘŀƴ ŀƴŘ LǎŦŀƘŀƴΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƳŜƴ Ƙŀǎ 

historically been limited, holding religious rituals at home has been one of the ways for women 

to socialize and build their social networks. During my recent trips to Iran, I noticed an increase 
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ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǘǊƛǇǎ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƴŜǿŜǊ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ όǎǳŎƘ 

as non-religious tourism) might not be suitable for women. Medical travel is a relatively recent 

form of legitimate travel for women, allowing them to spend times away from their families, 

cities or villages. For women who typically do not have the luxury of moving around freely, health-

related travel provides socially acceptable reasons to spend a few hours or even a few days away 

from their daily responsibilities. 

These gendered patterns of mobility link back to broader debates on care and domestic labour. 

Mies and Bennholdt-Thomsen (2000) argue that the flexibility of domestic labour and the 

absence of formal contracts contribute significantly to its devaluation. They suggest that if these 

activities were recognized as legitimate professions with proper market recognition, they would 

be held in higher esteem (p. 17). While formal contracts and market recognition can indeed 

enhance the prestige of certain tasks, it is important to note that within patriarchal systems, 

proximity to women often leads to the degradation of any associated activities or professions. In 

fact, research shows that as the number of women in a given field increases, wages and social 

prestige tend to decrease (Magnusson, 2009). This trend is particularly evident in sectors like 

education and healthcare in Iran, where the increasing feminization of the workforce has 

coincided with declining compensation and status. 

This pattern is not unique to Iran but appears across other patriarchal contexts. Similar value 

systems existed in many pre-ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ 

consistently valued more highly. For example, in Vietnam, despite the ǇǊŜǾŀƭŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

rice farming (Miller, 2017; Jacobs, 2013) and the higher share of women in agriculture, they did 

not even enjoy equal recognition with men. In rural Vietnam, female-coded work has often been 

labelled as small, and male-coded tasks as bigΤ ά{ƳŀƭƭƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ǿƻǊƪΣέ .ŜǊƎǎǘŜŘǘ όнлмсύ 

argues, implies female tasks require less mental effort and are less important.  

In traditional agricultural systems, such as those in northern Iran, tasks like land preparation, 

primarily performed by men, were often seen as more significant under the assumption that men 

άƭŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘέ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΦ aŜŀƴǿƘƛƭŜΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ-term, patient job of cultivating crops 

was devalued, seen as less crucial. These value systems tended to undermine repetitive, patient 
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labour, instead glorifying physically demanding tasks completed in a shorter timeτtasks that 

were often destructive and required great physical strength. This logic has been echoed in 

capitalist systems, which prioritize and celebrate the rapid production of goods over more 

organically produced ones, processes that often take thousands or even millions of years (Shiva, 

2016). Ecofeminist perspectives actively challenge these assumptions, acknowledging 

differences in people, labour, and places while seeking to deconstruct the hierarchies rooted in 

gender, geography, and biological classifications. This critique finds echoes in emerging 

agricultural practices in Iran, which aim to revalue traditionally marginalized forms of labourτa 

theme I explore further in chapter 4 on new peasantry. 

нΦрΦ /ǳƭǝǾŀǝƴƎ ŎŀǊŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎ 

Many feminists, particularly ecofeminists (Vélez, 2024; Puleo, 2024; Celiberti; 2024; Ojeda et al., 

2022), have rallied around the concepts of care economies and care politics, emphasizing 

reciprocity and community-based changes, especially in opposition to capitalist extractivist 

economies. These scholars not only deconstruct the politics of exploitation but also foster 

aspiration and hope (Kirk, 1997, p. 17). Their ecofeminisms intend to provide frameworks for 

reimagining and envisioning the relationship between humans and their environment based on 

embodied care and reciprocity. They argue that in capitalist extractivist systems, a concept I will 

explore further in this section, care is predominantly extracted from women to uphold the social 

framework of reproduction (Ojeda et al., 2022, pp. 149ς171).  

Recognizing the intrinsic value of care, these ecofeminists aim to cultivate more harmonious 

relationships with other people and the land by incorporating care into the economic, political, 

and social systems. This counter-discourse advocates transformative practices prioritizing 

regeneration, equity, and the prosperity of all interconnected beings, highlighting the importance 

of care and affective labour. In this approach, embodied care and care practices are inherently 

political acts. By challenging dominant narratives and promoting an environment based on care, 

this ecofeminist perspectives seek to re-conceptualizing the relationship between humans, 

nature, and other humans, emphasizing mutuality and interdependence (Phillips, 2017, p. 472). 
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Among the various ecofeminist frameworks that focus on care practices and imaginaries, my 

work aligns most closely with the subsistence ecofeminist perspective. Developed by scholars 

from the Bielefeld school, including Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen, Claudia von Werlhof, and 

Maria Mies, and further extended by thinkers like Vandana Shiva and scholar-activists such as 

Lilián Celiberti (2024), Katarzyna Szopa (2022), Shannon Hayes (2010), and Sharon Astyk (2008), 

this approach advocates for an economic alternative rooted in fostering what they refer to as a 

άƎƻƻŘ ƭƛŦŜΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΣ ŜƴŎŀǇǎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ 

subsistenceτa vision of a life that is grounded in fulfilling fundamental human needs within self-

sufficient, local communities, on a planet ravaged by war, overconsumption, and harmful 

(mal)developmental projects (Shiva, 2018; Federici, 2024, p. 2; Celiberti, 2024, p. 49). In the 

subsistence model, economic activity shifts from capital accumulation to prioritizing life and the 

elements necessary for a good life on earth. This perspective emphasizes economic practices that 

uplift and value affective labour while fostering an economy of reciprocity. 

Subsistence economics fundamentally disrupts the rigid separation between production and 

reproduction, a dichotomy central to orthodox economic theories. The concept of subsistence, 

or the production of life, encompasses all the activities involved in creating and sustaining 

άƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ƭƛŦŜΦέ Lƴ Ecofeminism, Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva articulate a compelling counter-

narrative, wherein production and reproduction are not only equally valued but inherently 

interconnected. Mies redefines productivity as the human capacity to continually generate life 

through historical and social processes, offering a direct challenge to the Marxian androcentric 

notion of labourτas social work distinct from the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ άŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅέ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴτand to 

capitalist notions of labour as mere value production (Shiva & Mies, 2014). 

While scholars like Eleonora G. Piccardi (2022) interpret this framework as a shift from a focus 

on production to one of reproduction, Federici (2024) clarifies that, unlike reproduction theorists 

such as Stefania Barca (2020), Mies does not maintain a division between production and 

ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ aƛŜǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜέ ŀǎ ŀ ǳƴƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΣ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

notion that reproduction is a process separate from value creation. Mies intentionally uses the 

term άǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜέ to bridge the theoretical and spatial separations between production 
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and reproduction that have emerged through modernizing processes, while also avoiding the 

naturalizing connotations often associated with the term reproduction (Shiva & Mies, 2014; 

Ojeda et al., 2022, pp. 152ς153; Piccardi, 2022, p. 5; Federici, 2024). 

As a form of biopower, subsistence can be initiated at the grassroots level by any individual, 

regardless of gender, in various local contexts. Unlike orthodox Marxist approaches, which 

emphasize the necessity of fully matured productive forces for revolution and systemic change 

from above, or the UN and IMF, whose policies depend on coordination with local authorities, 

this approach advocates for change from below, making it accessible to people from diverse 

social and cultural backgrounds (Mies & Bennholdt-Thomsen, 2000, p. 20). One example cited by 

Mies is the Sozialistische Selbsthilfe Köln (Socialist Self-Help, Cologne, SSK). Mies, who often seeks 

to address or engage in dialogue with orthodox Marxist narratives, notes that this initiative, 

rather than stemming from the industrial working class as expected in Marxist theory, emerged 

from marginalized groups and individuals opting out of capitalism, in tandem with the student 

movement (Shiva & Mies, 2014). 

Initially, SSK membersτthose who themselves were left behind by the capitalist systemτbegan 

ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƻŦ /ƻƭƻƎƴŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊƛǎǘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǊŜǇŀƛǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ-

hand goods. Over time, this expanded into composting and selling surplus organic material, 

eventually leading to small-scale agriculture. Mies explains that the logical extension of the 

composting process led some SSK members to seek land for utilizing the surplus compost, which 

evolved into a farmhouse with organic farming and animal husbandry. She stresses that these 

are the synergic aspects of projects that evolve organically, not through pre-planning, but out of 

the necessity that ensure their survival (Shiva & Mies, 2014, pp. 312ς318). 

Dasbagh, the eco-farm where I conducted my fieldwork and briefly lived, has a similar origin 

story. A couple, motivated by the desire to preserve cultural diversity and collect local stories, 

traditional knowledges, and ritual customs (including local dolls), gradually shifted their focus to 

ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƘƛŦǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊΩǎ ǊǳǊŀƭ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ 

commitment to applying and preserving the traditional knowledge they gathered. They began 

experimenting with permaculture on small plots, using an educational approach. Eventually, the 
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couple acquired a garden in northern Iran, where they now produce what they call biodiversity 

tea and fruits, by which they mean minimal disturbance to soil structure and plant diversity. In 

addition to mixing traditional agricultural knowledges with new methods, they also restored an 

old mansion at the center of their garden with the help of local artisans. 

In this process, they documented the traditional knowledge related to agriculture and house-

building, ensuring its alignment with the local climate. Today, they sustain their livelihood 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ƘƻƳŜǎǘŜŀŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦ However, the 

viability of their project has relied on diversifying economic activities, including tourism and the 

sale of agricultural products through networks of small, scattered groups linked by friendships 

and familial ties, both in person and online. 

Mies and Bennholdt-Thomsen (2000) clarify that in capitalism, a system founded on exploiting 

women, Southern people and more-than-human nature, a good life is only attainable for a limited 

group. They attempt to demythologize the tale invented by upper-class people and, to some 

extent, reinforced by Marxist narratives, suggesting that the life and lifestyle of the upper class 

are not only the most desirable but also achievable for everyone. They argue that the lifestyle is 

attainable only for a limited minority and comes at the expense of nature and other people, 

especially women. They assert that the vision of liberation must be valid and obtainable for 

everyone, and ideas and imaginaries that are only possible for a minority are not at all visions. 

To address the dilemma of limited resources and universal prosperity, Mies, Bennholdt-Thomsen, 

and Shiva propose the subsistence approach, presenting it as a perspective for the future that is 

inclusive for everyone. Their alternative economy focuses on life and what is necessary to create 

and sustain life on the planet, not the endless accumulation of capital. Mies and Bennholdt-

¢ƘƻƳǎŜƴ όнлллύ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-assertion, dignity, and capacities 

for life do not primarily rely on money, education, social status, and prestige but on control over 

άƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΦέ ¦ƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŘǊƻŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣέ ǘƘŜ άƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ 

ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜέ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛȊŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ όaƛŜǎ ϧ .ŜƴƴƘƻƭŘǘ-

Thomsen, 2000; Marx, 2018, p. 130). In their alternative vision, the goal of achieving the 

meaningfulness of work extends to the meaningfulness of autonomous life. Advocating means 
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of subsistence suggests that what is necessary is the capacity and ability of communities to 

produce life without depending on external forces and agencies.  

These ideas resonate strongly in the Iranian context. Following the reduction of government 

support in key economic and social sectors, particularly agriculture, in line with the neoliberal 

policies of the IMF and the UN after the Iraq-Iran war, trust in the Iranian government began to 

erode from the 1990s onwards. In response, the rhetoric surrounding the need for stability and 

autonomy through community-building gained prominence. This sentiment is particularly 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ LǊŀƴΩǎ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ peasant movement, which I explore as the back-to-the-land 

ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǎŜƭŦ-assertion and self-

sufficiency has inspired participants to live on the land, forging connections and expanding 

networks with producers and consumers who share similar ethical principles. Through this 

grassroots effort, the movement exemplifies a practical response to neoliberal policies, 

highlighting the potential for community-based autonomy as a path to resilience. 

Scholars of the subsistence approach argue that prioritizing care and the preservation of life over 

capital accumulation has the potential to transform fundamental relationshipsτbetween 

genders, generations, social classes, rural and urban areas, different peoples, and most 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƘǳƳŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άŘŜ-

ƳŀǎǘŜǊƛƴƎέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ-nature relationship and reimagining nature as a network of 

simultaneous and dynamic interactions. Since conceptualization of human dominance over 

nature is intertwined with the dominance over women and other marginalized and feminized 

groups, a non-exploitative, cooperative, and reciprocal relationship with nature cannot be 

achieved without first transforming human relations, particularly those between women and 

men (Shiva & Mies, 2014; Mies & Bennholdt-Thomsen, 2000; Neves, 2014). 

The domination and mastery of (hu)mans over nature is a guiding principle that has shaped 

bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜΦ Lǘǎ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ōǊŀƘŀƳƛŎ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ 

ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƛƴƴŀŎƭŜ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǊǳƭŜ ƻǾŜǊ άƴŀǘǳǊŜέ όDŜƴŜǎƛǎ мΥнс-28). In Iran, 

this notion gained further traction with the replacement of traditional schooling by modern 

education, influenced by Western scientific discourse and development projects, especially after 
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World War II. The subsistence approach, however, challenges this paradigm by positioning 

humans as part of nature, embedded within and interdependent on natural relationships, while 

emphasizing the overlooked agency of nature.  

¢ƻ ƳŜΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƻŘŘ ǘƻ ŘŜƴȅ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ƳŀƧƻǊ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ 

Great Flood is one of the most universally recounted human stories (Helle, 2021). Human power 

and knowledge are ultimately limited and partial, especially given that scientific inquiry often 

relies on controlled conditions. Modern knowledge, based on controlling and experimenting the 

άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΣέ ǇǊƻǾŜǎ ƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄΣ ƳǳƭǘƛŦŀŎǘƻǊƛŀƭ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴŀ ǘƘŀǘ 

resist easy categorization or manipulation. The subsistence perspective thus calls for a counter-

anthropocentric interconnected understanding of humanityΩǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ 

Mies explains that the reconceptualization of humans as part of a web of more-than-human 

relationships is crucial to challenging entrenched divisions of labourτwhether by gender, or 

between mental/physical and urban/rural workτand promotes values such as mutuality, 

reciprocity, solidarity, reliability, sharing, caring, respect for individuals, and responsibility for the 

άǿƘƻƭŜέ ό.ǳǘƭŜǊΣ нлммΣ ǇΦ ȄƛǾΤ {ƘƛǾŀ ϧ aƛŜǎΣ нлмпΣ ǇΦ омфύΦ aƛŜǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ 

approach requires multidimensional problem-solving and synergic analysis, recognizing that 

systems of domination and different issues are interconnected and cannot be addressed in 

isolation. Social problems like patriarchal relations, inequality, alienation, and poverty must be 

understood and addressed in relation to one another. This interconnectedness of all lives on 

earth is a core insight of ecofeminism. 

This perspective resonates with more recent critiques of the anthropocentric worldview by 

scholars such as Donna J. Haraway. Haraway (2016) argues that the Anthropocene centers 

humans, particularly men, within narratives of life, reinforcing (hu)man individualism and self-

invented uniqueness while overlooking the roles of different social groups and more-than-human 

actors. She contends that the Anthropocene fails to offer a narrative capable of breaking the 

patterns that have been destructive to both human and more-than-human lives. Haraway 

proposes the Chthulucene as an alternative, a framework that fosters cooperative stories of 



 

82 
 

 

symbiosis among intra-acting agents, including humans and more-than-humans (Haraway, 2016; 

Di Chiro, 2017). She defines the Chthulucene as follows (2016, p. 2).:  

ά/ƘǘƘǳƭǳŎŜƴŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǿƻǊŘΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ DǊŜŜƪ Ǌƻƻǘǎ όƪƘǘƘƾƴ ŀƴŘ ƪŀƛƴƻǎύ ǘƘŀǘ 

together name a kind of time place for learning to live with the problem of living and dying in 

response-ability on a damaged earth. Kainos means now, a time of beginnings, a time for ongoing, 

for freshness. Nothing in kainos must mean conventional pasts, presents, or futures. There is 

nothing in times of beginnings that insists on wiping out what has come before, or, indeed, wiping 

out what comes after. Kainos can be full of inheritances, of remembering, and full of comings, of 

nurturing what might still be. I hear kainos in the sense of thick, ongoing presence, with hyphae 

ƛƴŦǳǎƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΦέ  

This transformative alternative can only be realized through the reconnection of humans with 

the land. Mies and Bennholdt-Thomsen (2000) stress that land is the basis of subsistence. They 

argue that without direct access to land, or access through reliable social mechanisms, individuals 

remain dependent on global markets, monopolistic corporations, and wage labour, all of which 

shape their lives within dominant exchange systems. Mies and Shiva further assert that the 

subsistence approach can only flourish within a network of reliable, stable relationshipsτboth 

human and more-than-humanτand cannot be sustained by the atomized, self-centred 

individualism characteristic of the market economy (Shiva & Mies, 2014, p. 319). 

The subsistence approach advocates for reclaiming peasantry as a lifestyle that fosters 

independence, self-sufficiency, and self-reliance. Asch et al. (2018) highlight that land can serve 

as a form of pedagogy. By living off the land and sustaining themselves through their own efforts, 

peasants not only secure their livelihoods but also cultivate the capacity to express their unique 

perspectives and voices. In this view, the land is both a means of subsistence and a source of 

educational and emancipatory potential, enabling individuals and communities to flourish 

outside of conventional economic systems. 

However, the historical memory of the land, particularly for certain ethnic or racialized groups or 

social classes, often evokes memories of violence and collective trauma. In the context of slavery, 

for example, people were forcibly removed from their ancestral lands and made to work land to 
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which they neither felt they belonged nor that provided any benefit to their communities. For 

newer generations, returning to the land and engaging in hard labour can evoke remnants of this 

painful history, symbolizing the loss of community, identity, and autonomy, both individually and 

collectively (Carroll, 2022). Similarly, during the era of landlordism in Iran, peasants and their 

labour were effectively owned by the landlords, with verbal and physical violence being an 

entrenched part of daily life for many. This dynamic was particularly harsh for female peasants, 

who faced not only the authority of landlords and their agents but also the control exerted by 

their husbands and extended patrilocal families, further restricting their bodily autonomy and 

physical mobility. 

In regions where central state power was weakτsuch as the semi-mountainous areas of Gilan 

provinceτlords wielded near-absolute authority, with few limitations on their actions and little 

accountability for their violent behaviours. It was common for lords to demand marriage to 

unmarried women, and in some cases, they even forced couples to divorce so they could marry 

the women themselves. My maternal grandmother recounted an oral family history in which one 

of our female ancestors, a beautiful young woman under 18 years old, was proposed to by an 

older lord through his steward as his fourth wife. Her family was forced to flee Gilan under the 

cover of nƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǊŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭΣ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǊŜŦǳƎŜ ƛƴ 

Mazandaran. 

In such instances, the memory of peasantry is often painful, reopening wounds inflicted by 

patriarchy, capitalism, and feudalism on both humans and more-than-humans. Yet, Valerie 

Padilla Carroll (2022) suggests that returning to the land in a new context holds the potential for 

healing, allowing the creation of joyful new memories that can help address these past traumas. 

By fostering a reciprocal relationship with more-than-human nature, and embracing voluntary 

peasantry within new communities, a discourse emerges that affirms the agency of all beings 

involved. This redefined relationship has the power to reshape and reconcile both individual and 

collective identitiesτa theme I will explore further in chapter 4 on new peasantry. 

This reimagined relationship, which challenges the dominance of (hu)man over nature and the 

lord over peasants, offers the promise of new agricultural power dynamics, grounded in respect 
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for ecological diversity and richness. One outcome of this shift is a rethinking of concepts like 

άǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ 

common in the dominant extractivist socio-economic systems. In dominant extractivist systems, 

production costs are distributed asymmetrically between social and ecological groups. Diana 

Ojeda et al. (2022) argue that capitalist regimes, even those that do not explicitly identify as 

ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ /ƘƛƴŀύΣ άƘŀǾŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀlized an ethos of extractivism through consumerism, 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƻǊ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǇǊƻŦƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ŎƻŜǊŎŜŘ ƭŀōƻώǳϐǊ ƻŦ ǾŀǊȅƛƴƎ ƪƛƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎΦέ Lƴ 

such systems, environments and communities are overexploited, reaping little benefit from the 

wealth generated at their expense. These political-economic systems prioritize value extraction 

ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǊŜŎƛǇǊƻŎŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ άǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέ 

(2022, p. 151).  

As Ojeda et al. explain, capitalist extractive systems lack mechanisms for social and biological 

reproduction, relying instead on patriarchal and racist norms to ensure reproduction occurs at a 

lower cost, enabling the accumulation of capital and the generation of value. This marginalization 

of both human and more-than-human lives in the process of capitalist production is a central 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ƻŦ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǎǳōǎƛǘŜƴŎŜ ŜŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩǎ 

extractivistic logic, which treats land, nature, and the labour of marginalized groups as nearly free 

resources, the subsistence approach, advanced by Mies, Shiva, and Bennholdt-Thomsen, 

reframes land and care labour as integral, interdependent components necessary for the 

sustenance and production of life itself. 

The subsistence perspective, as articulated by Mies and Shiva, advocates for fostering economic 

activities that prioritize the reconstruction of life and culture over capital accumulation. It calls 

for establishing new relationships with nature and among humans, and for creating grassroots 

democracy in ecological, social, technological, and political governance (2014, pp. 318ς320). In 

ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ aŀǎƭƻǿΩǎ 

hierarchy of needs (1954) and which categorize needs into basic (like food, housing, clothing) and 

higher needs (such as self-actualization, freedom), the subsistence approach proposes a 

horizontal classification of needs. It recognizes that fundamental needsτ άŦƻǊ ŦƻƻŘΣ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊΣ 
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clothing; for affection, care and love; for dignity and identity, for knowledge and freedom, leisure 

and joyτare common to all people, regardless of culture, ideology, race, political and economic 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ƻǊ Ŏƭŀǎǎέ ό{ƘƛǾŀ ϧ aƛŜǎΣ нлмпΣ ǇΦ моύΦ 

Mies and Shiva (2014) argue that capitalist development models, with their emphasis on 

hierarchical valuation systems that distinguish between basic and higher needs, devalue the 

everyday labour essential for survival by subordinating it to so-called superior values. This 

devaluation diminishes the importance of life-sustaining work, reducing it to a lower status in 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƘƻǊƛȊƻƴǘŀƭ ǾŀƭǳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ 

production systemsτsuch as subsistence practices that prioritize meeting fundamental human 

needsτ has the potential to restore the significance of life-sustaining activities.  

Similarly, new subsistence economies, like the emerging peasant movements in Iran, seek to 

challenge not only the valuation system of work but also the gendered implications of labour by 

disrupting both capitalist and pre-capitalist divisions of labour. However, these movements face 

significant challenges, including the risk of reverting to traditional gender roles due to the 

ingrained skills and socialization processes that reinforce such divisions. The complexity of 

overcoming these deeply rooted patterns remains a central issue. I will explore these efforts to 

challenge the traditional division of labour, along with the obstacles they face, in chapter 4 on 

new peasantry. 

Beyond addressing basic human needs, subsistence economies also embrace concepts such as 

the moral economy, aligning themselves with other socio-economic movements like the social 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻƭƛŘŀǊƛǘȅ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ό{{9ύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƛƳ ǘƻ άǊŜ-ŜƳōŜŘέ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎƻŎiety (Polanyi, 

2001). This approach seeks to dismantle the artificial distinctions between the economy and 

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƴǘǊŀ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƛǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

political is personal underlines how daily life and lifestyle choices become a battleground for 

political struggle. This dynamic is particularly evident in the lives of women and marginalized 

groups in Iran, where such struggles have been forcefully highlighted, most notably during the 

Mahsa-Jina movement, which exemplifies resistance against capitalist and patriarchal dynamism 

that permeate everyday life. 
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The subsistence approach emphasizes community-based practices and a decentralized decision-

ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ άŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ό9ǎǘŜǾŀ ϧ 5ƛȄΣ нлннΤ 

Escobar, 2000, Esteva, 2010; Ziai, 2007a; Ziai, 2007b; Ziai, 2013). However, its foundational focus 

on land sets it apart from other alternative approaches such as the social and solidarity economy 

(SSE). While approaches like SSE and the third sector eventually extended into rural areas, they 

were initially rooted in the urban counterculture and organized around or outside wage labour. 

In contrast, the subsistence approach originated directly within rural regions, emphasizing 

reciprocal interaction with the land as the basis for economic and social activities. 

Given the centrality of land in this approach, its focus on rural development projects, and the 

endogenous nature of the concept, I chose to apply the subsistence economy framework in my 

work. In the following chapters, I will examine the transformation of subsistence agriculture to 

semi-industrialized family agriculture during and after the land reforms (1962-1971). I will then 

present more recent examples of subsistence agriculture, which can be termed voluntary 

peasantry. I will discuss how land transitioned from an economic identity element to a more 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƳŀǊƪŜǊ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘΣ 

primarily in Gilan province and Langarud County. I will also explore how the subsistence approach 

contributes to constructing a new identity among the younger generation, reclaiming peasantry 

and seeking to establish different economic, gender, and class relations. 

¢ƘŜ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ŜƴǾƛǎƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ άǊŜƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛǾŜέ ƘŀǇǇȅ 

and insightful practices through the reconnection of humans and the land, and more-than-

humans. As Donna J. Haraway (2016) argues, amidst existing anthropocentric narratives, we need 

stories that are neither pessimistic nor defeatist and do not negate the possibilities of flourishing 

on a damaged planet. However, reconnecting humans with each other and the land alone is not 

necessarily transformative. Proponents of the subsistence approach understand this well, which 

is why they emphasize the active expansion of care and nurturance relationships. By accepting 

real and concrete roles and responsibilities, the greatest promise is possible (Haraway, 2016; Di 

Chiro, 2017; Asch et al., 2018, p. 177).  
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A crucial point, which re-emerges in chapter 4 on new peasantry, is the need to critically question 

socio-cultural divisions and actively expand the circle of care. The subsistence approach asserts 

that if the creation and preservation of life are made central to economic activityτrather than 

the accumulation of capitalτthen nothing can remain unchanged. Gender, ethnic, generational, 

regional, and class relations, as well as the ways humans connect with more-than-human nature, 

will inevitably transform. The reality is that even this list will evolve as our understanding of 

colonial and exploitative systems deepens. 

Internalized inequalities based on gender, class, race, and ethnicity have deep roots and will likely 

persist for a long time. Universalizing the notion of care, where every individual and community 

is deemed worthy of care, is a slow and gradual process. What can accelerate this transformation 

is sustained, grassroots involvement in addressing inequality and exploitation. It requires a 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ōŜƛƴƎ 

accountable for the ways in which one contributes to or resists these entrenched systems. Only 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎǳŎƘ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ŎŀǊŜ ōŜ ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ άŀƭƭΦέ 

While a subsistence approach centred on reciprocal, immaterial care practices offer a hopeful 

vision for the future and provides a framework for intersectional resistance against multiple 

forms of exploitation and oppression, it may also raise certain concerns. In this section, I have 

intentionally focused on aspects of the subsistence framework that align with my perspective 

and are relevant to my analysis. However, it is equally important to address criticisms of this 

approachτsome of which have already been raised by others, as previously mentionedτto 

develop a more comprehensive and balanced framework. 

Although the subsistence approach is rooted in a critique of processes that naturalize and 

marginalize the labour of groups such as women and peoples of the Global South, and challenge 

the view of nature as freely available resources, it occasionally retreats from this critique. Despite 

its constructivist orientation, the subsistence perspective still retains certain elements of 

essentialism, particularly at the symbolic level. For instance, Mies and Bennholdt-Thomsen 

όнлллύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ άƭƛŦŜ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŦƻƻŘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘέ όǇΦ улύΣ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ 

that independence from the current economic system requires land, which they metaphorically 
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ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΦ !ǎ IŀǊŘǘ όмфффύ ǿŀǊƴǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ άǊƛǎƪǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

ŀōǎƻƭǳǘƛȊƛƴƎέ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ όǇǇΦ ффς100). At the 

same time,while the subsistence approach seeks to challenge the naturalization of the division 

ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪτprocesses that allow capitalism to 

externalize its costs by shifting burdens onto women and the domestic sphere to sustain profit 

and capital accumulationτit paradoxically risks reinforcing essentialist ideas by overemphasizing 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴŘκƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅƛƴƎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ άƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŜŀǊǘƘΦέ 

I am concerned that this conceptualization of women as the providers of life and subsistence, 

and as the driving force of change, may inadvertently replace the stereotype of women as victims 

of patriarchy and ecological degradation with a different, but equally limiting, image of women 

as heroes. This parallel between women and the earth could reinforce the beliefs of early 

ecofeminists who argued that women possess a special capacity for making ecological decisions, 

thereby placing the responsibility for resolving ecological crises disproportionately on women. 

In addition to this tendency, Mies and Bennholdt-Thomsen express apprehension about the 

potential loss of grand theory and the uncertain future of social change. They approach gender 

and sexuality studies, as well as what they term cultural feminism, with skepticism. Their concern 

ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ άǿƻƳŀƴέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

stems from their materialist school of thought, also seems to reflect their positionality as citizens 

of the Global North. The fear is evident in the first edition of The Subsistence Perspective, but 

becomes less pronounced in later works, such as the second edition of Ecofeminism. Although 

Mies spent many years living and conducting research in India, her collaboration with Shiva 

appears to have made her more attuned to the social divisions among women and how 

definitions of concepts like autonomy, justice, politics, oppression, and liberation vary across 

different social groups. 

Their critique of radical post-modernism, which they argue focuses on cultural issues at the 

expense of economic concerns and material infrastructures (Mies & Bennholdt-Thomsen, 2000, 

p. 183), inadvertently leads them toward a form of gender essentialism. Their overemphasis on 

the relationship between women and nature contradicts the core principles of their own 
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theoretical foundations. However, this essentialistic view is less pronounced in Ecofeminism (2nd 

edition), which Mies co-ŀǳǘƘƻǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ {ƘƛǾŀΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŦƻŎǳǎΣ aƛŜǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ bŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ bŜǿ ±ƛǎƛƻƴΥ ¢ƘŜ {ǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ tŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣέ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǊŀƴǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎ 

dualisms and fostering interdependence should be central to a new ethics and politics. 

Importantly, this perspective calls for men to be included within the network of responsibility for 

life creation. 

Mies (2014) underscores that ecofeminism should not be misconstrued as a framework that 

places the sole burden on women to clean up the environmental destruction caused by capitalist 

patriarchy. She asserts that women will not remain Trümmerfrauenτthe term used for women 

who cleared the ruins after patriarchal warsτforever. Instead, the subsistence approach calls for 

men to assume greater practical responsibility in the creation and sustenance of life on earth. 

This challenges the traditional gendered division of labour and ensures that care tasks become 

shared duties. This call for collective responsibility aims to reshape the social and material 

foundations of life in a way that transcends traditional gender roles and hierarchies. 

Such an approach is not entirely consistent with initiatives like Jinwar, the women-run, ecological, 

and violence-ŦǊŜŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŜ ƛƴ {ȅǊƛŀƴ YǳǊŘƛǎǘŀƴΣ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ YǳǊŘƛǎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

movement and influenced by the ideas of Maria Mies and Abdullah Öcalan. While Jinwar offers 

a vital, practical solution in times of crisis, such as war, it does not fully align with the broader 

objectives of ecofeminism, which seek to transform gender relations by involving both men and 

ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊΦ 9ŎƻŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳΩǎ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ 

emphasizes collective responsibility and the dismantling of traditional gender roles, something 

Jinwar, by focusing exclusively on women, may only partially achieve. 

I still question why subsistence scholars felt the need to conceptualize the land as a mother or 

female parent and provider. Is not viewing the earthτa complex network of beings and 

interwoven relationships, of which humans are only a partτas a parent inherently 

anthropocentric? Moreover, feminizing the role of parenting, in my view, represents a feminist 

retreat. It risks reinforcing the historical marginalization of men from child-rearing 

responsibilitiesτa role they have either been reluctant to assume or were excluded from due to 
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ǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ǊƻƭŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƻǿƴŜǊέ ƻǊ άƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ 

also shape the understanding of concepts like homemaking and parenting, which I will explore 

further in chapter 4 on new peasantry. 

According to the tradition of patria potestas, explicitly upheld in Iranian Sharia law, fathers are 

viewed more as owners than as caregivers of their children. In Iran, a father or paternal male 

ancestor who kills his child or grandchild receives minimal punishment, with the focus mainly on 

the public aspect of the crime. Parenthood is a relatively new concept for men, and it has taken 

time for them to assume responsibility for developing secure relationships and strong 

attachments with their children. Historically, early psychological theories focused almost 

exclusively on the mother-child bond; however, as balanced family dynamics have gained more 

attention in the las decades, including fathers in these discussions has become essential (Lamb, 

2010; Madigan et al., 2024; Cabrera et al., 2018). Revising ideals around femininity, masculinity, 

and parenthood, while also creating opportunities to practice these evolving roles, is necessary 

to foster more egalitarian gender relations. 

Mies and Bennholdt-¢ƘƻƳǎŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜŘ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ 

socio-economic system, forming meaningful alliances to subvert and transform gender power 

dynamics are understandable. However, their strong focus on women raises a critical question: 

what kind of men will these women coexist with in their envisioned communities? They do not 

explicitly address how traditional or alternative masculinities are navigated or expressed in the 

pursuit of self-sufficiency in relation to the land. Their vision of a land-centered utopia lacks 

clarity when it comes to alternative gender relations. 

¸ŜǘΣ aƛŜǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ {ƘƛǾŀ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōǊƻŀŘŜƴŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ 

dynamics. In Ecofeminism, ǎƘŜ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǊŜŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 

a movement for social and ecological change. She argues that new gender relations require men 

to confront their role in the destructive production of commodities for capital accumulation and 

to actively participate in the work of life preservation. Practically, this means men must take a 

larger share in subsistence labour within families and communitiesτcaring for children, the 
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elderly, or the sickτand engage in ecological practices aimed at healing the earth through new 

forms of subsistence production. 

нΦсΦ /ƻƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ 

In this chapter, I have applied a relational approach to uncover the interconnections between 

gender and land, particularly in the rural and agricultural contexts of Iran. The chapter raises key 

questions about gender relations in these rural settings, whether at the family or community 

level, and how these relations are constructed in connection with the land. It also explores the 

impact of post-World War II development programs on these dynamics and the influence of 

emerging grassroots practices. To frame these discussions, I draw on ecofeminism, using it as a 

conceptual lens that includes rural women and foregrounds them within the broader scope of 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΦ 

This focus on rural women is critical, especially given that urban women continue to dominate 

feminist scholarship, even with the postmodern emphasis on intersections such as geography 

and class. Similarly, agricultural studies have historically been influenced by classical economic 

models that centre on male-headed families and often overlook the conflicts and power 

imbalances between genders. Despite ongoing criticisms, particularly in agricultural 

development literature, which highlights the marginalization of women and their diminished role 

ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ 

food security for families and communities (as I will discuss further in the land reform chapter), 

the dominant agricultural discourse still tends to downplay gender differences in farming 

practices. By emphasizing the ingrained gender characteristics of agricultural labour, this chapter 

seeks to bridge agricultural studies and feminist critiques, enriching both fields. 

Ecofeminism, as explored here, critically examines gender roles and labour divisions in rural 

communities, as well as their impact on livelihood strategies and regenerative practices. By 

employing a materialist ecofeminist framework, I aim to expose how women are exploited within 

patriarchal capitalist systems by analyzing the underlying mechanisms of inequality and 

domination. This approach not only reveals these power imbalances but also offers innovative 
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pathways for resistance and transformative change. In addition, the chapter sheds light on the 

often-overlooked affective and caregiving practices predominantly carried out by women, 

addressing the systemic undervaluation of their work and its implications for feminist thought 

ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΦ Lǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳportance of rural settings in feminist movements and 

investigates how a land-based feminist perspective can inspire resistance strategies against 

dominant systems. 

By enriching conceptual knowledge on discursive and systemic practices, this chapter suggests 

practical economic and social frameworks that can alleviate power imbalances and gender 

inequalities in rural and subsistence settings. These insights are invaluable for a broad audience, 

including students, researchers, and activists, offering a deeper understanding of the 

intersections between gender, land, and socio-economic systems. 

This chapter serves as a cornerstone for the analyses in the following two chapters, which build 

upon the feminist materialist subsistence frameworks introduced here and highlight the role of 

gender in relation to land and rural labour. By laying the groundwork for understanding how 

gender is constructed in relation to land, this chapter provides the necessary framework for 

analyzing how Iranian top-down land reforms reshaped gender dynamics, especially in rural areas 

where women have traditionally played a central role in agricultural labour (Shaditalab, 1995). 

This focus on gendered agricultural and subsistence labour also extends to an examination of the 

current back-to-the-land movement in Iran, showing its potential to disrupt traditional social 

orders and foster egalitarian change. 

The next chapter builds on this foundation by examining how Iranian land reforms transformed 

gender relations, particularly in the provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran, and the opportunities 

and challenges these changes presented for rural women. The subsequent chapter then turns 

to the new wave of back-to-the-landers in Iran, with particular attention to its prefigurative 

dimensions in terms of gender and ecology. 

Through a feminist subsistence lens, this chapter provides theoretical insights and lays the 

groundwork for a comprehensive understanding of gender, land, and socio-economic systems. It 
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prepares the reader for a deeper exploration of these themes in the following chapters, linking 

conceptual frameworks to practical applications. Ultimately, this chapter offers essential tools 

for driving feminist and ecological transformations in both rural and broader socio-economic 

contexts. 
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3. [ŀƴŘ wŜŦƻǊƳ ŀƴŘ DŜƴŘŜǊ vǳŜǎǝƻƴ: 

The Iranian Experience 
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I am a woman... 

I am from small villages in the north, 

a woman who has walked through rice fields and farms 

with all her strength, from the very beginning... 

-Marzieh Ahmadi-Oskui17 

 

 

оΦмΦ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǝƻƴ 

This chapter examines the Iranian land reform program (1962ς1971) and its impact on gender 

and family dynamics in the northern provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran. It explores how these 

ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳǎ ƛƴ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƻǊǘƘƻŘƻȄ 

areas, simultaneously eroded their land rights and marginalized their participation in agricultural 

practices. Globally, women account for approximately half of the agricultural labour force 

(Subathra et al., 2020), and this proportion was likely even higher in the 1960s in Gilan and 

aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǊƛŎŜ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴτa labour-intensive process 

predominantly carried out by womenτalongside dry cultivation of legumes and summer crops. 

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǿƻǊƭŘǿƛŘŜΣ ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ 

between the 1940s and 1970s, particularly in countries allied with the United States, often 

followed a patriarchal household-oriented model. These reforms designated men as the heads 

 
17 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marzieh_Ahmadi 
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ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ /ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

roles in agriculture were presented as secondary status, further sidelining them by allocating land 

and credit exclusively to male peasants (Jacobs, 2013; Agarwal, 2002; Boserup et al., 2015). 

Post-development studies, such as those documented by Escobar (2000) and Kothari (2005), 

highlight the colonial and semi-colonial relations and the paternalistic view of rural planners, 

which oversimplified many layers of rural life, including gender and intrahousehold dynamics, 

often resulting in profound, lasting, and unforeseen social transformations. Ester Boserup et al. 

(2015), pioneers in the study of women and development, underscore that colonial and 

international development interventions have significantly disrupted gender roles, exacerbating 

imbalances in favour of men within agricultural societies. The prevalent gender bias in 

development planning has profoundly influenced gender orders in societies, particularly where 

women played a more prominent role in agriculture or where there was a significant disparity 

between assumed and actual gender roles. For instance, in Sub-Saharan Africa, where 

agricultural work was traditionally dominated by women, development initiatives often shifted 

farming practices towards male-centred systems, fundamentally altering gender relations 

(Appendix B). 

Boserup et al. (2015) identify the Sub-{ŀƘŀǊŀƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ŀǎ ŀ άŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦέ 5ƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŦƻƻŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŦƻƻŘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ they argue that in 

female farming systems, agricultural production is predominantly managed by women, while in 

male farming systems, men are primarily responsible for food production (pp. 3ς7). In African 

female farming societies, which primarily practice shifting agricultureτdefined as any continuing 

agricultural system where impermanent clearings are cropped for shorter periods than they are 

left fallow (Britannica, 2013)τƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǾŀǊƛŜǎΦ Lǘ Ƴŀȅ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŦŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘǊŜŜǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 

initial land preparation to occasionally contributing to planting or harvesting tasks. 

Ester Boserup et al. (2015) and Bina Agarwal (2016) discuss how female farming practices are 

often subsumed by male farming systems, particularly through regular social encounters or 

developmental intervention programs that introduce male-favouring changes in agricultural 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀƴŘ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ 
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intensive farming techniques characteristic of male farming systems, such as increased use of 

synthetic fertilizers and pesticides and reduced fallow periods. This shift significantly narrows the 

ǎŎƻǇŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ŏǳstomary laws prevalent in many 

patrilineal Sub-Saharan societies, land inheritance rights were typically granted to men within 

the lineage, while women accessed land only through their husbands (Jacobs, 2013). Women, 

primarily engaged in subsistence agriculture, grew crops mainly for family consumption, with 

limited participation in market-oriented production. Development plans implemented in Sub-

{ŀƘŀǊŀƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ½ƛƳōŀōǿŜΣ ¢ŀƴȊŀƴƛŀΣ ŀƴŘ YŜƴȅŀΣ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜǊƻŘŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ 

land through the privatization of customary plots and the promotion of cash-cropping (Boserup 

et al., 2015; Jacobs, 2013; Akinola, 2018). Agarwal (2016; 2002) explains that this process of 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ άŘƛǎŜƴǘƛǘƭŜƳŜƴǘέ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴǘǊŀ-household gender equality and family welfare. 

While household incomes increased in some regions, overall welfare often declined due to 

ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŦƻƻŘ ŎǊƻǇǇƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ 

as food providers (Agarwal, 2016; 2002; Blumberg, 2018). 

Barbara Miller (2017) and Ester Boserup et al. (2015) identify other forms of female farming, 

particularly in rice-producing regions of Southeast Asia and Southern India. In these societies, 

men typically prepare the fields, but women carry out most other tasks, including transplanting 

ǎŜŜŘƭƛƴƎǎΣ ƘŀǊǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƳŀǘǳǊŜ ǊƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ŎǊƻǇǎΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛƴǇǳǘǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŜȄŎŜŜŘ 

those of men in rice production systems (Hirschman, 2017, p. 39). Furthermore, women 

frequently hold exclusive or joint ownership of land and actively participate in decision-making 

processes regarding planting and harvesting (Miller, 2017). 

The relationship between development interventions and gender relations in rice-farming 

societies has been the focus of considerable scholarly attention. Hirschman (2017) examines local 

gender dynamics within Malay communities, such as Adat Perpatih18τa traditional matrilineal 

legal and social systemτand explains how colonial administrations and development institutions 

transformed and, in many cases, replaced longstanding female farming practices. These 

 
18 See Kassim, A. (1992). Women in the matrilineal Adapt Perpatih society in Malaysia: Continuity and change. 
Indonesia Circle, 20(57), 3-14. 
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ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘŜŘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǊƻƭŜǎΣ ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅ ƛƴ 

agricultural production. Agarwal (2002) notes that British colonial officials often registered land 

exclusively in the names of male household heads, disregarding customary female or joint 

ownership. This practice was justified on the grounds of administrative convenience, though it 

ultimately targeted and privileged men from the outset. As part of these reforms, a portion of 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ōȅ ƘƛǊŜŘ ƻǊ Ƴŀƭe family labour through the Green Revolution and 

the adoption of mechanized rice farming techniques (Koninck et al., 2008; Hirschman, 2017; 

Banks, 1976). 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άDǊŜŜƴ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴέ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфслǎ ōȅ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ DŀǳŘΣ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ 

States Agency for International Development, signified a period of agricultural development 

focused on boosting production, mainly in the Global South, through technological 

intensification. (Picado, 2022, p. 10). Ecofeminists such as Katarzyna Szopa (2022) and Vandana 

{ƘƛǾŀ όнлмуύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŜǊŀΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎǇŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мфрлǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфулǎΣ ŀǎ άƳŀƭŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣέ 

critiquing its ethnocentric and racialized narratives that reinforced patriarchal values. These 

interventions, framed as progressive, imposed agricultural methods rooted in monoculture, 

engineered seeds, chemical fertilizers, deep plowing, and intensive irrigation across the Global 

South. While aimed at boosting productivity, these approaches reduced nature to a mere 

resource for exploitation, disregarding traditional agricultural practices and undermining local 

ecological systems. 

.ŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ 

Boserup et al. (2015) identify other models of family farming, found primarily in Latin America, 

Europe, and parts of Asia, where fieldwork is predominantly performed by men. In these 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǾŀǊƛŜǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƴŘ 

responsibilities, encompassing planting, harvesting, and food processing. However, while 

.ƻǎŜǊǳǇΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭΣ ƛǘ ŀppears to overlook the agricultural roles of women 

ƛƴ ²Ŝǎǘ !ǎƛŀΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ .ƻǎŜǊǳǇ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛȊŜ ²Ŝǎǘ !ǎƛŀƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ άǾŜƛƭŜŘΣ ƴƻƴ-ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴέ όǇΦ руύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

overgeneralization likely reflects limited access to gender-disaggregated data or a lack of 
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ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΣ ŎƻƳǇƻǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ²Ŝǎǘ !ǎƛŀΩǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ 

history, as much of the region was never formally colonized. 

I believe that West Asian agriculture, particularly in less rainy areas, shares significant 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀƭŜ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΦ /ƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

participation in agriculture in these societies is largely influenced by their family standing and the 

types of crops being produced. Among the upper classes, married women generally do not 

engage in agricultural operations; instead, their husbands oversee the labourers who perform 

the manual tasks. The lower on the economic pyramid, the higher share of female labour. It is 

common for women and men from landless or small landholding families to sell their labour, 

particularly during busy farming seasons. 

In some regions, however, such as the green, fertile areas of Gilan and Mazandaran provinces, a 

unique combination of female and male agricultural practices has developed. In the less rainy 

and semi-mountainous regions, wheat cultivationτlargely a male-dominated activityτwas 

prevalent. Orchards, also tended mostly by men, were historically limited in these areas but have 

expanded considerably over the past seven decades. By contrast, in the rainier plains where the 

soil and topography supported it, agriculture was predominantly female-driven, centered on rice 

cultivation (Figure 3.1). In these areas, which represented the majority of the region, female 

labour played a central role while male contributions supplemented agricultural activities, 

forming a unique gendered agricultural system. This interplay of labour roles, influenced by 

existing ethnic and class relations, reflects a complex socio-economic system that sets these 

regions apart. 

In the northern provinces of Iran, pre-ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ǊŜƭƛŀƴǘ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

labour, not only for rice cultivation but also for dry-farmed crops such as legumes and summer 

produce. However, the land reform program drastically disrupted this balance. With the abolition 

of landlordism, much of the dry, non-irrigated land traditionally managed by women (who often 

exercised inheritance rights over these plots), as well as irrigated rice fields where women 

provided the majority of the labour, was redistributed to male peasants, gradually leading to a 

change in land use toward orchard farming. 
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This change in land use was shaped not only by policy but also by the preferences of peasant 

families. Encouraged by both foreign and domestic consultants, many families opted to convert 

rice paddies into orchards (Lambton, 1969). This shift was motivated by the perceived benefits 

of orchard farming, including reduced labour intensity and higher profitability. These changes, 

however, represented a significant departure from traditional agricultural practices, which I will 

explore further in subsequent sections.  

 

 

Figure 3.1 Rice paddies in the northern Caspian regions of Iran during the 1960s, as featured in The 
[ƻǾŜǊǎΩ ²ƛƴŘ documentary 
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While Boserup mostly focuses on Green Revolution transitions, Susie Jacobs (2013) provides a 

wider analysis of how land reforms across the globe have transformed gender and land relations 

in the so-called Western and Eastern blocs. Her research highlights the ways redistributive land 

policies have often reinforced rather than alleviated gender inequalities. Jacobs explores the 

prevalent male bias in agrarian reform discussions, focusing on the gendered processes of land 

redistribution and intra-household dynamics, such as power imbalances and differential access 

to land among family members. While redistributive land reforms have frequently intensified 

gender divisions, Jacobs observes that collective forms of land reformτsuch as those 

implemented by socialist regimesτƘŀǾŜ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

socio-economic status. These reforms, which consolidated agricultural land into larger 

cooperative units, often reflected a relative sensitivity to gender issues. However, they were not 

witƘƻǳǘ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΤ ƳŜƴΣ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŀ ƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ 

frequently opposed these policies, resisting the erosion of their exclusive land ownership. 

As discussed in the previous theoretical chapter, patriarchal narratives have long drawn parallels 

between women, land, and natureτan association that gained prominence during the 

Enlightenment and continues to resonate through cultural and religious traditions. The Quranic 

ǾŜǊǎŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜƴΣ ά¸ƻǳǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǘƛƭƭŀƎŜ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΤ ǎƻΣ ŎƻƳŜ ǳƴǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǘƛƭƭŀƎŜ ŀǎ ȅƻǳ 

ǿƛǎƘέ όvǳǊŀƴ нΥнноύΣ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŀƭƻƎȅΦ {ǳŎƘ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ 

ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ŀƴŘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ disregard for their agency and consent, mirrors 

ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ-than-human world. This interconnected relationship 

underscores the systemic nature of gender and environmental subjugation, emphasizing the 

critical need to address various forms of inequalities, power imbalances, and exploitation. 

In contexts where collective land reform projects were implemented, there was some limited 

recognition of gendered power dynamics and property relations in agriculture. However, as Susie 

Jacobs (2013) argues, these efforts often neglected to systematically address the division of 

ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǳƴŀƭǘŜǊŜŘΦ !ǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ 

redistribute or socialize domestic labour encountered resistance not only from male peasants 

but also from some groups of women, who were concerned about losing their influence within 
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the household sphere. Consequently, women continued to bear a disproportionate share of 

domestic work, perpetuating existing inequalities and limiting the broader impact of reforms on 

gender equity. 

One of the most prominent examples of socialist/communist land reforms occurred in Vietnam 

between the mid-1950s and the 1970s. Cecilia Bergstedt (2016), in her detailed research on 

±ƛŜǘƴŀƳΩǎ ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎΣ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ōƻǘƘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ƭŀƴŘ 

redistribution programs. These reforms were accompanied by changes to family law, granting 

women equal political rights and more equitable family rights, such as in matters of divorce and 

child custody. Bergstedt observes that these changes were largely welcomed by women but 

ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŜŘ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŜƴΣ ǿƘƻ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ŀǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΦ 

Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƳŀƭŜ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǳƴŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪƭƻŀŘǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊΣ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƻƴ ƳŜƴΩǎ 

agricultural and familial responsibilities in their absence. Bergstedt ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ άŀ 

ǇƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƻǊȅ ŘƻǳōƭŜ ōǳǊŘŜƴΦέ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ 

ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǿƻǊƪƭƻŀŘΣ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘŎŀǊŜ ŘǳǘƛŜǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ Ŧŀƭƭ 

predominantly on women. They were also expected to participate equally with men in political 

activities and government affairs, yet, in practice, were not relieved of their traditional family 

and agricultural duties (pp. 20ς24). 

.ŜǊƎǎǘŜŘǘ όнлмсύ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ±ƛŜǘƴŀƳΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ 

sensitivities, ultimately mirrored patriarchal household-oriented patterns observed in reforms 

supported by institutions like the World Bank and the United Nations. In these programs, power 

equalization occurred mainly among men. Male heads of households were the primary 

participants in education and training initiatives related to production and management, and 

their incomes became more balanced compared to pre-revolutionary periods. Improvements for 

women, though present, were limited. Despite women carrying the primary burden of agriculture 

in colonial and pre-colonial times, they were excluded from village meetings, and redistributed 

Ǉƭƻǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƴŀƳŜǎ. Communist agrarian reforms granted men and 
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women collective rights in principle, yet in practice women rarely advanced to higher leadership 

roles, constrained by social and cultural barriers, disproportionate workloads, and persistent 

gender-based biases (pp. 20ς24). 

Although rice cultivation was a common thread in northern Iran, as in Vietnam, Iranian land 

reform, like most agrarian reforms promoted by the World Bank and the United Nations, adopted 

an individual household model. Jacobs (2013) argues that such household-oriented reforms 

typically conceptualize the family as a unified entity, desƛƎƴŀǘƛƴƎ ƳŜƴ ŀǎ άƘŜŀŘǎ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎέ 

and granting them land titles or permits. Over time, these programs systematically eroded 

ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ over land. By reinforcing both physical and 

conceptual separations between the farm and the home, such programs often relegated women 

to domestic roles (Figure 3.2) (Jacobs, 2013; Agarwal, 2002; Razavi, 2009; Andersson Djurfeldt, 

2020; Mezzadri et al., 2023). 

¦ƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƳƻŘŜƭǎΣ ǘƘŜ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǎƭƻƎŀƴ άƭŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƭƭŜǊΣέ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ 

grant female farmers land rights and gradually dissolved their customary rights by formally 

placing them under the guardianship of male family members. This dynamic, which I will explore 

in more detail later in this chapter, underscores how the reforms institutionalized gendered 

inequalities rather than addressing them. 

The wave of household-oriented land reforms swept across the globe in the 1940sς70s 

(Binswanger et al., 1995; De Janvry, 1981; Dorner, 1992; Botella-Rodríguez & González-Esteban, 

2021; Grajales, 2021). One of the most successful in achieving redistributive goals was the Iranian 

land reform of the 1960s, supported by the World Bank (and the International Bank for 

wŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ 

implementation, two-thirds of Iranian rural households received half of the total agricultural land 

(Najmabadi, 1987, p. 3). However, land recipients were overwhelmingly male heads of 

households; widows were technically eligible, but in practice, their entitlements were often 

claimed by adult sons or brothers if present. This pattern reflects a broader trend across 
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household-oriented reforms of the era: gender sensitivity was largely absent in both the design 

and implementation of regulatory frameworks. 

 

 

Figure 3.2 Changes in rural demarcations over time 

Top: The fluid boundaries between homes, farms, and even forest, most likely from Gilan in the 1960s, 

as depicted in ¢ƘŜ [ƻǾŜǊǎΩ ²ƛƴŘ documentary. Bottom: A view of Liseh Rud village, Gilan, in 2020. 
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²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳƛŎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ 

biases and extremely low literacy rates, further excluded them from effectively participating in 

the land reform process. In 1956, only 1% of rural women were literate compared to 20.6% of 

urban women, contributing to a national female literacy rate of just 7.3%. In contrast, the total 

literacy rate for men was 22.2%, with urban and rural rates of 45.2% and 10.8%, respectively. 

These disparities meant that even when legal loopholes or opportunities existed, women were 

ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ƻǊ ƭŜǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǘƘŜƳΣ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎΩ 

gender-blind texts.19 

Baaji, a retired female farmer I met during fieldwork in Moridan, Langarud, described how these 

ƭŀǿǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΥ άMe, my son, and my husband reclaimed the forest land, 

but they registered ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ƳŜƴΦέ [ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƭŀƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ 

clearing forested areas, planting tea shrubs, and establishing tea plantations. Examples like this 

ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƘŀŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ Ǿƛsibilityτ

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴ ŀƴŘ DƛƭŀƴΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŜǾŜƴ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘΩǎ Ǉaternal side of the 

family residedτthe dominant discourse failed to acknowledge their contributions. This visibility 

was evident in 1960s documentaries such as ¢ƘŜ [ƻǾŜǊǎΩ ²ƛƴŘ and Peoples of Iran in the 1960s 

(screenshots shown in Figure 3.3). Yet, despite this presence in public imagery and occasional 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǿŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦǊŀƳŜŘ ŀǎ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƪƛƴ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘ 

labour, and attributed to the male head of the household. This framing, likely shaped by patrilocal 

norms, contributed ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ 

reform program. As a result, it was men who received credit for the agricultural achievements 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ǊŜƭƛŀƴǘ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ǇǊƻƎǊam. 

 
19 Along with gender blindness; the genderless Persian language makes it to some extent look gender neutral. 
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Figure 3.3 Caspian rice transplanters as depicted in 1960s documentaries about Iran (top image from 
tŜƻǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ LǊŀƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфслǎ ŀƴŘ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƛƳŀƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ¢ƘŜ [ƻǾŜǊǎΩ ²ƛƴŘύΦ 

As noted before, a key shortcoming of the land reform program in Iran was its failure to consider 

gender differences and the diverse social organization of agriculture across the country. Despite 

substantial regional variations in agricultural gender roles, credits and training under the reform 
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ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǿŜǊŜ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎƭȅ ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƭŜ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘǎΦ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

agriculture fluctuated according to regional socio-economic and environmental factors 

(Lambton, 1969), yet the centralized and expedited nature of the Iranian reform plan disregarded 

these complexities. This oversight not only marginalized women but also failed to account for the 

specific gender dynamics and agricultural practices unique to each region. 

The 1956 Iranian Census, conducted primarily to inform national planning efforts, including land 

reform, indicated that approximately 25 percent of employed women were engaged in 

agriculture. This figure was significantly higher in the northern provinces; for example, in the 

Caspian province of Gilan, 70 percent of employed women worked in agriculture (Statistical 

Center of Iran, 1959). However, as discussed in the theoretical chapter and argued by Mies and 

Bennholdt-Thomsen (2000) and Ojeda et al. (2022), ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛǎ 

ƻŦǘŜƴ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŜŘ άōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭέ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΣ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ 

to its classification as domestic and άnon-productiveέ work. Similar processes that disregarded 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ 

household activities attributed to male heads of households. Consequently, this misclassification 

excluded a significaƴǘ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŦǊƻƳ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎΣ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘhat the true 

percentage of women involved in agricultural activities was likely far higher than reported. 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛƻ-geographical 

factors, including climate, agricultural practices, security, and topography. As noted, in the humid 

subtropical climate of northern Iran, women played a more prominent role in agricultural 

production due to the prevalence of rice farming. Conversely, in the central and eastern regions, 

spatial separation and social practices promƻǘƛƴƎ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ǎŜŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ 

toward domestic industries such as carpet weaving and fabric production (Friedl, 1981). For 

example, in Yazd and Isfahan provinces, 78 percent of women were employed in industries, 

including handicrafts, in 1956. 

The social order of the central plateau, influenced by centuries of invasions and insecurity, 

ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛȊŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎǘǊƛŎǘŜǊ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ƛǘǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ƻŦ 

jurisprudence and religion further entrenched this dynamic. In the arid regions of central Iran, 
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ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǿŀǘŜǊΣ ƛǊǊƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ŎǳǊǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΦ CƻǊ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΣ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƳƻƴƻǇƻƭȅ ƻǾŜǊ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ 

that the absence of formal rights for women made meaningful agricultural participation nearly 

impossible in these areas (Razavi, 1993; Razavi, 1994). More recent studies, however, reveal the 

existence of customary water rights for women in southeastern Iran (Papli Yazdi, 2020; Tajnia, 

2020). 

In desert-edge villages in provinces like Khorasan, Yazd, Kerman, and Isfahan, where feudal rule 

was less common, probably due to poor soil fertility and the challenges of agriculture, petty 

landlordism prevailed. In these villages, women frequently owned water systems. Water shares 

and facilities such as qanats or karizsτ άŀƴ ƻƭŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ ǿŜƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǾŜǊǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǎƘŀŦǘǎέ όWŀŦŀǊƛ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмуύτwere transferred to or among women 

through mehriyeh,20 gifts, or inheritance. Mehriyeh, or mahr, is a financial commitment from 

husband to wife, typically promised at the time of marriage. In contemporary Iran, mehriyeh is 

often provided in the form of gold, property, or a sum of money (Assadi & Vidale, 1980, p. 79). 

However, in desert regions, where water was the most valuable asset, it was frequently given in 

the form of water rights (Papli Yazdi, 2020). 

In line with patrilineal and patrilocal kinship systems, these water rights were traditionally passed 

from mothers-in-law to daughters-in-law, maintaining their transfer within the female members 

of the household. Women who managed these resources were seen as guardians, often 

symbolically linked to Anahita, the ancient Iranian deity of water, and Fatima, the Shiite guardian 

of water and ummah. These women were responsible not only for managing water resources but 

also for instilling community awareness about water cleanliness and conservation. Water 

considered one of the four sacred elements21 in Zoroastrianismτthe most prominent ancient 

Iranian religionτplayed a central role in supporting communities and fostering spiritual 

practices. Water and its guardian, Anahita, held symbolic roles as intercessors in cultural and 

spiritual practices. For instance, it was customary to use water as a blessing for travellers, 

 
20 See also https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahr 
21 Fire, water, earth, and air/wind (Shaki, 2013). 
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ensuring their safe departure and return. My grandmother, for as long as she lived, honoured 

this tradition by pouring water behind us when we left for the south or asking someone to do so 

on her behalf. It was her way of wishing us a safe journey and a quick return. 

However, with the introduction of intensive irrigation projects during the land reform and in the 

years that followed, the role of water in the daily lives and rituals of local communities diminished 

significantly. The promotion of deep wells, which continues to increase in depth over time, 

alleviated the physical hardships of dredging and repairing aqueducts. Similarly, the need for 

collective coordination and agreements over water usage rights in the case of shared wells was 

eliminated. While these changes eased certain burdens for villagers and agricultural families, 

they also severed the spiritual and communal connection to water. Once regarded as an essential 

more-than-human participant in the community, water gradually came to be viewed merely as a 

natural resource. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ άƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘέ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŘƛǊŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ 

women. The right to water, which historically provided women and their children with crucial 

economic and social security in traditional rural settings, was systematically eroded. Even with 

the advent of agricultural insurance, coverage was predominantly granted to male household 

members. It was not until the 2010s, as the number of households without an active male farmer 

grew, that insuring women farmers and rural women became a priority.  

Agrarian reforms and the industrialization of agriculture not only stripped women of water 

rightsτespecially in central regions not dominated by lords, where women had significant 

bargaining and economic power during crisesτbut also undermined their spiritual roles as 

guardians of water and representatives of ancient deities. The rise of pump-and-well practices 

and mechanized irrigation led to the decline of the qanat system, disrupting the roles women 

historically played in coordinating and safeguarding water systems (Papli Yazdi, 2020; Tajnia, 

2020). 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳƛŎ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ǎǘŜƳƳŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 

the dominant public discourse on land justice, which primarily focused on class-based inequalities 
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among men while overlooking the gendered dimensions of land access and control. Although 

some opposition groups, such as the Tudeh Party, 22 criticized Iranian feudalism through both 

class and gender lenses, their communal vision of land practices remained largely indifferent to 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

either overlooked or subsumed under broader calls for class equality. As a result, the land reform 

program was implemented without addressing the deeply rooted differences in gender relations 

across the country or the inherent conflicts of interest within agricultural families. 

This oversight was compounded by the fact that the dominant reform discourse on gender was 

shaped by the demands of urban women, particularly literate women from middle- and upper-

class backgrounds. These women advocated for improved political and family rights, as well as 

better access to health and education, which were reflected in the broader social reforms 

enacted under the White Revolution. This comprehensive development program focused more 

on education and healthτthrough the establishment of institutions such as Knowledge and 

Health Corpsτƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ƴŜǿ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

spaces, improving gender mƻōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ǳǊōŀƴ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ōȅ ŜƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ό9ǎŦŀƘŀƴƛ ϧ tŜǎŀǊŀƴΣ нллфύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƘƛŦǘ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

prominence, coupled with its declining financial efficiency, further enabled women to seek 

employment in non-agricultural fields, helping them achieve greater economic equality within 

families. 

While Iranian land reform had the potential to address gender disparities, it ultimately remained 

focused on class inequalities. By assuming a unity of interests within families, the household-

oriented framework ignored the gender conflicts embedded in patriarchal systems. Despite these 

limitations, the reform directly and indirectly impacted gender property relations and intra-

household dynamics, reinforcing male authority in the short term while gradually reshaping rural 

gender relations over time. 

 
22 Persian:   . 
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To better understand these shifts, the following sections will examine the changes in the Iranian 

agrarian gender dynamics brought about by the land reform. I will explore the long-lasting 

advantages and disadvantages of these top-down transformations, especially for women. The 

analysis will begin with the political economy of land reform, reviewing the context in which these 

far-reaching agrarian changes were implemented. This will be followed by an overview of the 

different phases of the reform, including a discussion of the essential role gender played in the 

processes of land expropriation from landlords and its allocation to peasants. The third section 

will focus on the impact of land reforms on gender dynamics within peasant households, 

examining effects on household income, welfare, family structure, and the bargaining power of 

family members, supported by examples from various regions of Iran. The fourth section will 

ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ǎpecial 

attention to traditional agricultural and pastoralist cooperatives in Iran. The chapter concludes 

with an epilogue. 

оΦнΦ {ƻŎƛƻπǇƻƭƛǝŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ 

The first half of the twentieth century was marked by far-reaching land reforms, implemented 

either through collective models in Eastern bloc nations under various socialist ideologies or 

household-oriented programs supported primarily by the World Bank and, to some extent, the 

United Nations at a later stage. During the 1940s and 1950s, these redistributive movements 

spread throughout West Asia and North Africa in a piecemeal fashion. For instance, agricultural 

land was distributed among peasants in Turkey in the mid-1940s, while Egypt, Iraq, and Syria 

carried out their reforms during the 1950s (Moghadam, 1996, p. 61). By the early 1960s, this 

wave of reforms reached Iran, resulting in one of the most significant and transformative land 

redistribution programs in the region. The Iranian land reform not only brought extensive socio-

economic changes but also played a prominent role in shaping the revolutionary movements that 

would later emerge (Moghadam, 1996; Majd, 1987; Gharagozloo, 2006; Ashraf, 1995; Randjbar-

Daemi, 2022). 
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²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ōŜƭƻƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ƛǘΣέ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ 

including nationalist and leftist factions such as the Tudeh Party, [ŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎΩ tŀǊǘȅ, 23 and National 

Front,24 remained skeptical of the reform. They criticized it as a top-down initiative driven by 

pressure from the United States (Ashraf, 1995; Najmabadi, 1987, pp. 3ς6). The [ŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎΩ tŀǊǘȅ 

of Iran25 (1976) argued that the reforms marked the beginning of a neo-colonial era, warning that 

the disintegration of traditional agricultural organizations and the promotion of monoculture 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ LǊŀƴΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛtion widely echoed 

ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƻǘƛǾŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘŜ ǊǳǊŀƭ ǳƴǊŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǇƻƭŀǊƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ 

peasant masses. It further claimed that the reform was designed to avert an inevitable peasant 

ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ άƭŀȅŜǊ ƻŦ ǿŜƭƭ-ƻŦŦ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘǊȅέ όbŀƧƳŀōŀŘƛΣ мфутΣ ǇǇΦ оς8). Similarly, the 

Tudeh Party analyzed that peasants were becoming increasingly confrontational with the 

landlord class and that the government sought to neutralize this revolutionary potential by 

establishing a petty landowner stratum, thereby undermining solidarity and synergy between 

peasants and workers. 

Although the opposition denounced the reforms as controlled changes designed to suppress the 

broader will of Iranian society, the Shah himself did not entirely refute this interpretation. Land 

reform was introduced as one of the six principles of the White Revolution during the Peasant 

Congress in Tehran on January 9, 1963. Less than a month later, on February 6, the Shah 

addressed an economic conferenceτnot among peasants but before elitesτstating that his goal 

was to pre-ŜƳǇǘ ŀ άǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƭƻǿέ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ άǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀōƻǾŜΦέ IŜ ŦǊŀƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

reforms as a way to improve the lives of the masses while maintaining the stability of the state. 

In his words, a revolution was more manageable if initiated from above (Randjbar-Daemi, 2022). 

Skepticism among intellectuals was widespread regarding the quality and extent of land reform 

ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ aŀƴȅΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ CǊƻƴǘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΣ ŘƻǳōǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

enact meaningful change, given the slow progress of earlier plans, such as the redistribution of 

crown holdings initiated in the early 1950s. Their doubts were reinforced by the fact that, by 

 
23 Persian:   , romanized: Ṧezb-Ŝ ǊŀƴƧōŀǊņƴ-Ŝ LǊņƴ. 
24 The National Front of Iran or Jebhe-ye Melli-ȅŜ LǊņƴ (    ) was founded by Mohammad Mosaddegh in 1949. 
25 Persian:   , romanized: Hezb-e Kar-Ŝ LǊņƴ. 
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1959, only 120 out of 2,200 Pahlavi-held properties had been fully redistributed, leading the 

National Front to estimate that it would take nearly a century to complete the distribution of 

these lands among peasants (Randjbar-Daemi, 2022).  

However, Khalil Maleki, leader of the radical faction of the National Front, diverged from much 

of the opposition by engaging with the reform program and proposing his own alternative plan. 

aŀƭŜƪƛΩǎ ǇƭŀƴΣ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ άƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴŘΣέ called for transferring ownership titles 

to village communities through consensus committees. He argued for the preservation and full 

functionality of traditional rural organizations, such as bonehs, which historically supervised the 

division of labour, as well as the use of agricultural tools and machinery (discussed in detail in the 

section on traditional agricultural cooperatives). Maleki emphasized maintaining the role of 

khoshneshinsτthose primarily engaged in non-agricultural activities and providing services in 

rural societyτand preventing the replacement of these rural institutions by government 

bureaucracies unfamiliar with the culture, language, and environmental context of villages. He 

also advocated for preserving the tradition of collective production in villages through male-run 

bonehs. This approach, he argued, would minimize the risk of breaking private farms into 

uneconomical small plots due to processes like inheritance. Each family would retain its 

traditional cultivation rights, known as nasaq, without the ability to sell or subdivide these rights, 

ensuring the continuity of established agricultural practices. 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǎǘƻƻŘ ƻǳǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ aŀƭŜƪƛΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ-based and paid little 

attention to intra-household dynamics. While he sought to abolish the landlord system and 

sustain communal village culture, he overlooked the gendered dimensions of traditional 

production systems. Membership and participation in bonehs were largely restricted to men, and 

his plan reflected the same gender-blind or male-favouring tendencies as many government 

policies and opposition proposals of the time. His narrow focus on class oppression and feudalism 

ignored the significant gender conflicts and gaps within these systems. Issues such as 

ǇŀǘǊƛƭƻŎŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ 

identity were absent from his analysis, which prioritized preserving male-dominated agricultural 
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organizations (Moghadam, 1996, p. 66; Katouzian, 1989, pp. 143ς146; Katouzian, 2010; 

Katouzian, 2018; Bayrami, 2013, pp. 103ς104). 

While individuals like Maleki saw land reform as an opportunity to dismantle feudalism and 

restore dignity to peasants, many others viewed it as a political manoeuvre, whether foreign-

imposed or domestically motivated. This scepticism persists in post-land reform analyses. For 

instance, Ahmad Ashraf (1995) characterizes the White Revolution as a precautionary political 

measure originating outside the government. He describes the reform as an unplanned process 

in which neither the peasantry nor the middle class had meaningful participation. However, this 

interpretation is only partially accurate. Fatemeh E. Moghadam (1996) challenges this view, 

arguing that the legitimacy of the landlord system had been widely contested through various 

movements. According to Moghadam, the land reform program provided an opportunity for 

Mohammad Reza Shah to consolidate his political power and enhance his popularity among the 

masses. She stresses that, despite the haphazard nature of Iranian planning in that era, the land 

question had a long history and had been raised repeatedly by different strata of Iranian society 

(pp. 48ς50). 

Issues of land ownership and land reform had been central to Iranian political discourse long 

before the Pahlavi era (1925ςмфтфύΦ ¢ƘŜ άǊŜŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘƛǎƳέ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ǎƭƻƎŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ 

Constitutional Movement (1905ς1911), 26 with various redistributive ideas emerging in the first 

parliament (majlis). These proposals ranged from distributing state-owned lands to compelling 

landlords to sell their estates to landless peasants. However, no radical changes in land relations 

occurred during the Qajar period (1789ς1925).27 ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 

 
26 See K. Mostofi, W. P. Avery, & J. Afary, Iran, Encyclopedia Britannica, November 2, 2024, 
https://www.britannica.com/place/Iran 
27 CƻǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ά'ƎƘņ aƻἕŀƳƳŀŘ YƘņƴ όǊŜƛƎƴŜŘ мттфςфтύΣ ŀ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ǳǊƪƳŜƴ vņƧņǊ ǘǊƛōŜΣέ ǎŜǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǳƴƛŦȅ 
Iran, In 1779, following the death of MoἕŀƳƳŀŘ YŀǊơƳ YƘņƴ ½ŀƴŘΦ !ἕƳŀŘ {ƘņƘ όǊŜƛƎƴŜŘ мфлфς25), who never fully 
ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ άǘƘŜ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǊŀƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊ L όмфмпςмуύ ōȅ wǳǎǎƛŀƴΣ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘΣ ŀƴŘ hǘǘƻƳŀƴ ǘǊƻƻǇǎέ ǿŀǎ 
ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ vŀƧŀǊ ǊǳƭŜǊΦ ά²ƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƻǳǇ ŘΩŞǘŀǘ ƛƴ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ мфнмΣ wŜȊŀ YƘŀƴ όǊǳƭŜŘ ŀǎ wŜȊŀ {ƘŀƘ tŀƘƭŀǾƛΣ 1925ς41) became 
the preeminent political personality in Iran; AἕƳŀŘ {ƘņƘ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǇƻǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƭƛǎ όƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀǘƛǾŜ 
ŀǎǎŜƳōƭȅύ ƛƴ hŎǘƻōŜǊ мфнр ǿƘƛƭŜ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀōǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭȅ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ vņƧņǊ Řȅƴŀǎǘȅ 
ǘƻ ōŜ ǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘŜŘΦέ όBritannica, 2024a). 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Iran
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ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘǎΩ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻƭƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ toyul-dari, an indirect system for 

managing and extracting agricultural surplus. 

Toyul referred to the assignment of the income and expenses of a specific area by the king or 

government to individuals, often as a reward for merit or in exchange for annual fees (Farahani, 

1990). Those granted toyul were expected to provide military support in return. This system, a 

ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ ƭŀƴŘ ǘŜƴǳǊŜ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǿŀǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǊŜƴǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ 

Lǘǎ ŀōƻƭƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǾŜnues 

(Najmabadi, 1987, p. 44; Moghadam, 1996). 

In the early 20th century, land redistribution became a core demand of justice movements in 

LǊŀƴΦ ά¢ƘŜ ŀōƻǊǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŦǘ-ǿƛƴƎ WŀƴƎŀƭƛ ŀƴŘ YƘƛŀōŀƴƛ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎέ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ 

programs (Moghadam, 1996, p. 49). Similarly, the pro-Soviet Democratic League, which briefly 

controlled Azerbaijan province in 1945ς46 and became the first modern political entity in Iran to 

recognize active suffrage for women, also implemented land redistribution initiatives. Despite 

these efforts, the majority of parliament meƳōŜǊǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀƭŜ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎ όŀǊōņōǎ 

ƻǊ ƪƘņƴǎύ ǿƘƻ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŜŘ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǎǘ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅΣ 

represented by the Tudeh Party, vigorously opposed landlordism and championed redistributive 

land policies, marking a stark contrast to the prevailing legislative resistance (Moghadam, 1996). 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ aƻƘŀƳƳŀŘ aƻǎŀŘŘŜƎƘΩǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ όну !ǇǊƛƭ мфрмς16 July 1952 and 21 July 

1952ς19 August 1953),28 ǘǿƻ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ŘŜŎǊŜŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛǎǎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎΩ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ 

crops from 20% to 10% and banned other non-ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘŀȄŜǎΦ Lƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ƭŀƴŘ 

ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǿŀǎ ŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳƛǎǘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ƻŦ aƻǎŀŘŘŜƎƘΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ 

government. ̧ ŜǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ aƻǎŀŘŘŜƎƘΩǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƭŀǎǘŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ 

two and a half years and faced immense economic pressures while pursuing the nationalization 

ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ ƻƛƭ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΦ !ǘǘŜƳǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ Řuring this already 

volatile period would likely have exacerbated socio-political instability, making such a move a 

pragmatic decision to avoid. ¢ƘŜ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ōƻǊŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢ǳŘŜƘ tŀǊǘȅΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ 

 
28 aƻǎŀŘŘŜƎƘΩǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŜƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ŎƻǳǇ ŘΩétat in 1953. 
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plan, but there was a fundamental difference: the Tudeh Party advocated for cost-free 

ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘŜŘ ǘǿƻ-thirds of rural 

households by redistributing half of the agricultural land (Najmabadi, 1987, pp. 4ς5; Majd, 1987, 

p. 843).  

The Shah and Prime Minister Ali Amini argued that land reform could dismantle the feudal 

system, lift cultural barriers to socio-economic development, and accelerate the modernization 

of Iranian society. They claimed it would promote economic growth and prosperity by 

redistributing land and transferring surplus rural labour created through agricultural 

industrialization to burgeoning industries, thereby boosting the economy (Mohtadi, 1990; 

Moghadam, 1996). The plan also aligned with the perceived need to free labour from the land to 

fuel the growth of modern industries (Rostow, 1990). 

Although a significant migration of surplus rural labourers and landless villagers to urban areas 

was anticipated, the reality was far more complex. Many villagers, lacking skills adaptable to an 

urban environment, and faced with limited industrial and service-sector opportunities, settled 

on the outskirts of cities. These settlements, known as Ƙŀƭŀōƛ ņōņŘ ƻǊ ǎƘŀƴǘȅǘƻǿƴǎ όƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ άǘƛƴ 

ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎέύΣ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ άŀǊƳȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘΣέ ŀ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ǾƛǾƛŘƭȅ 

documented in photographs such as Figure 3.4 (Ranjbar-Daemi, 2022). 
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Figure 3.4 /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƘŀƴǘȅǘƻǿƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ¢ŜƘǊŀƴ ƛƴ мфттΣ ŦǊƻƳ YŀǾŜƘ DƻƭŜǎǘŀƴΩǎ Ƙŀƭŀōƛ ņōņŘ-ha album29 

Researchers have identified additional political and economic motivations for land reform, 

several of which have been extensively studied. Eric J. Hooglund (1982; 2011), in his effort to 

synthesize these key incentives, emphasizes the political drivers of these reforms. According to 

Hooglund, four primary objectives drove the policy: (1) ending the traditional domination of 

landlords over villagers while expanding central government authority in rural areas; (2) 

neutralizing opposition forces and gaining favour with the educated urban middle class; (3) 

securing the political support of villagers and pre-empting peasant unrest; 30 and (4) addressing 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ 

and pro-Soviet revolutionary movements in Iran. 

 
29  Retrieved from https://didarnameh.ir/%D9%85%D8%AC%D9%85%D9%88%D8%B9%D9%87-
%D8%B9%DA%A9%D8%B3%E2%80%8C%D9%87%D8%A7%DB%8C-%DA%A9%D8%A7%D9%88%D9%87-
%DA%AF%D9%84%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%A7%D9%86/ 
30 Like reports coming from China, I would still see such support among Iranian villagers, especially the older 
generations. 



 

118 
 

 

Noureddin Kianouri, one of the leaders of the Tudeh Party, offered another perspective, shaped 

ōȅ LǊŀƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿŀǊǎΦ IŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ 

peasants would foster trust and loyalty toward the state and monarchy, particularly within the 

national army, which consisted of the sons of disaffected peasants who harboured resentment 

against the ruling class. Kianouri believed this loyalty would be crucial during times of national 

crisis (as cited in Ranjbar-Daemi, 2022). However, this strategy proved unnecessary in practice; 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфтлǎΣ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŎǊƛǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǳǇǊƛǎƛƴƎǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƻǾŜǊǘƘǊƻǿΣ 

not through international war but through domestic revolutionary movements. 

IƻƻƎƭǳƴŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ŀƭƛƎƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ 

ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘƛƴƎ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ όŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ bŀƧƳŀōŀŘƛΣ мфутΣ ǇΦ тύΦ CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мфро ŎƻǳǇ ŘΩŞǘŀǘ 

ǘƘŀǘ ƻǾŜǊǘƘǊŜǿ aƻǎǎŀŘŜƎƘΩǎ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǎtricted the 

participation of leftist and nationalist parties in parliament. In 1957, he attempted to create a 

controlled two-party system by establishing the conservative bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘǎΩ Party31 and the liberal 

tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ tŀǊǘȅ32 as the official majority and minority factions, respectively. Despite opposition 

ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфслς61 elections, most parliamentary seats in the 20th majlis were 

allocated to these two royalist parties. Following widespread civil unrest and accusations of 

electoral fraud, the Shah dissolved parliament on May 9, 1961, paving the way for the January 

26, 1963, referendum on the White Revolution. This sweeping reform plan included 19 principles, 

the most prominent being land reform and granting women political rights. 

5ƛǎǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǇŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘ ƘŀŘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

economic influence in Iran. The Iranian parliament, historically dominated by landlords closely 

tied to British interests, had raised concerns about the role of American consulting firms in major 

development projects, such as the Khuzestan development project. The introduction of an 

 
31 bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘǎΩ tŀǊǘȅ όtŜǊǎƛŀƴΥ  , romanized: Ṧezb-e Melliun) was founded in 1957 by Manouchehr Eghbal. 
It was the government majority party from 1957 to 1960. In 1964, a new royalist political party, Iran Novin Party 
(Persian:   ) was established, controlling both cabinet and the parliament until 1975 (Naderi, 2009, pp. 
40-41). 
32 PeopleΩs Party (Persian:  , romanized: Ṧezb-e Mardom) was founded in 1957 by Asadollah Alam. In 1975, 
it was merged into newly founded Resurgence Party (Rastakhiz Party of People of Iran, Persian:    ) 
in order to establish a single-party system (Naderi, 2009, pp. 39-40). 
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American-backed reform agenda could have heightened tensions within a landlord-dominated 

parliament. By bypassing this obstacle, the Shah used the referendum to push forward the White 

Revolution, introducing significant social and economic changes, including land reform. 

Moghadam (1996) argues that the decline in parliamentary power, coupled with the suppression 

of opposition groups, paved the way for the creation of a single-party system in 1975, known as 

the Party of Resurrection of the Iranian Nation33 (Moghadam, 1996; Najmabadi, 1987; Britannica, 

2024b; Amini, 2002; Hambly, 1991). 

¢ƘŜ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōȅǇŀǎǎ ǇŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ мфсо ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŘǳƳ ŘǊŜǿ ǎƘŀǊǇ 

criticism from opposition parties such as the Tudeh Party and the National Front, who boycotted 

the vote, citing its illegality under the Constitutional Law. Unlike Islamist groups mentioned in 

ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƭŀƴŘ 

redistribution, these opposition parties supported such measures. They advocated for peasants 

to establish agricultural unions to improve bargaining power and lower land prices. Notably, 

Tudeh Party analysts like Hassan Nazari even viewed land reform as a potential catalyst for 

mobilizing peasants to recognize and protect their fundamental rights by disrupting the ingrained 

feudal system (Ranjbar-Daemi, 2022). 

¢ƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ǎŎƻǇŜ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ 

reorganization of nomadic societies. The nomad settlement plan, initially introduced by Reza 

Shah in the mid-1920s to early 1940s, aimed to disarm, settle, and weaken nomadic tribes. This 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ aƻƘŀƳƳŀŘ wŜȊŀ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

the Nomads Affairs Organisation of Iran, the nomadic population decreased from about 20 

percent of the total population in the early 1920s to 10 percent in the 1960s, eventually declining 

to less than 3 percent (about 2.7 percent) by the mid-1970s. By distributing pastures and 

sedentarizing nomads, the reforms further diminished the military power of tribal groups, which 

had historically played a central role in political upheavals and regime changes. From 1000 to 

1800, nomadic militarism was a primary path to power in Iran, with eleven of the twelve 

kingdoms of the era originating from nomadic roots. Even the Safavids (1501ς1736), while not 
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nomadic themselves, rose to power with tribal support (Cronin, 2007; Moghadam, 1996, pp. 20ς

30). 

Scholars such as Fatemeh Moghadam (1996), Julian Bharier (1971), and Mohammad Amad (2012) 

ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇƭŀƴΦ aƻƎƘŀŘŀƳ 

explains that Iran had embarked on a path of capitalist production since the Constitutional 

Movement (1905ς1911) by developing more clearly defined private property rights. According to 

capitalist economists, ownership conflicts had hindered planning and compromised agricultural 

productivity. The Constitutional Parliament and the Land Reform Act (1962ς71) sought to 

address this by reducing the number of claimants to landτfrom three (land grantee or toyul-dar, 

landowner, and peasant) to two (landowner and peasant), and then to one (peasant or 

capitalist)τto enhance the efficiency of agricultural households. Moghadam (1996) notes that 

by 1974, 90 percent of holdings, both in terms of number and area, were operated by their 

ƻǿƴŜǊǎ όǇΦ срύΦ {ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƭŀǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ άƎŀǾŜ ǊƛǎŜ ǘƻ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾŜǎ 

and a more eŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭŀōƻǳǊΦέ 

The ideology underpinning household-oriented land reform was rooted in the assumption that 

peasant ownership would enhance agricultural productivity, as small- and medium-sized farms 

were seen as having the highest productivity rates. Post-reform studies, ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ aƻƎƘŀŘŀƳΩǎ 

research on five villages with varying climates, crop patterns, and social orders, lend support to 

this view. Her findings reveal that medium-sized peasant and small capitalist farms, whose share 

increased significantly after land reform, demonstrated the highest productive efficiency in terms 

of yield per unit of land area (Moghadam, 1996, p. 3). 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ ǊŀǇƛŘ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ƻƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 

was mixed. While land reform disrupted traditional economies and disintegrated agricultural 

support systems, it also positively influenced overall productivity in the long term. Between 

1968/69 and 1972/73,34 the agricultural sector experienced an annual growth rate of 3.9 percent, 

partly due to an increase in cultivated areas. Estimates from the US Department of Agriculture 

 
34 Respectively 1347 and 1351 in the Jalali Hijri calendar of Iran. 
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indicate that total cultivated land expanded from 7.1 million hectares to 7.65 million hectaresτ

a 7.75 percent increaseτmainly through the reduction of fallow land. This growth coincided with 

a population increase from 26.09 million in 1966 to 31.17 million in 1972, reflecting an annual 

growth rate of approximately 2.96 percent (Moghadam, 1996, pp. 3ς4; Vosoughi, 1963a; Kurtzig, 

1974). 

Beyond productivity metrics, land reform brought significant political and economic advantages 

for the Shah and the state, particularly in terms of securing financial and military assistance from 

the United States and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). While the Shah had long 

acknowledged the necessity of agrarian transformation, he was initially hesitant to implement 

far-reaching land reform. Although he issued an imperial decree in January 1951 to sell and 

distribute crown holdings, his reluctance to pursue broader measures stemmed from his lack of 

a strong political foundation. The Shah believed that achieving greater political stability was a 

necessary precondition for enacting more radical reforms. 

However, mounting external and internal pressures eventually compelled him to take action. For 

decades, the United States had linked its financial aid to the implementation of sweeping 

reforms, creating significant external incentives. At the same time, Iran faced escalating 

economic difficulties by the late 1950s and early 1960s, including currency devaluation (with the 

exchange rate rising from 32.50 to 98.00 rials per dollar),35 high inflation (13 percent from March 

1959 to March 1960), and severe balance-of-payments problems (Appendix C) (Bahmani-

Oskooee, 2005; Central Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 2018; Esfahani & Pesaran, 2009, p. 

189). To address these challenges and stabilize the Iranian economy, the IMF approved a $35 

million loan on October 8, 1961, as part of its Economic Stabilization Program. The total foreign 

aid granted to AminiΩs administration (May 6, 1961ςJuly 19, 1962) is estimated at $67 million 

(Moghadam, 1996; Bahrami, 2017; United Nations, 1958). 

Lƴ ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

traditional landlordismΩs legitimacy had been challenged for decades. Development economists 

 
35 From 1955 to 1957 USD (US Dollar)/IRR (Iranian Rial) exchange rate was 1 USD 32.50 IRR. 
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viewed peasant revolutions as significant threats to peripheral and semi-peripheral regions and 

recommended agrarian reforms and improvements in rural livelihoods as precautionary 

measures (Hirschman, 2017). The dominant economic discourse of the time encouraged agrarian 

transformation and the liberalization of the agricultural labour force as essential steps toward 

achieving industrial growth (Rostow, 1990). These economic and political factors not only 

stimulated but also shaped the implementation of the Iranian land reform program. 

оΦоΦ tǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ 

On May 6, 1961, 36 three days before the dissolution of parliament, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi 

ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ !ƭƛ !ƳƛƴƛΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ά¦{-backed and liberal-ƳƛƴŘŜŘΣέ ŀǎ ǇǊƛƳŜ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ όwƛŎƘŀǊŘǎΣ 

1975). Amini, a proponent of reform, brought Hasan Arsanjani, one of the firm advocates of land 

ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŎŀōƛƴŜǘ ŀǎ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ hƴ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ фΣ мфснΣ !ƳƛƴƛΩǎ ŎŀōƛƴŜǘ 

passed an amended decree-ƭŀǿ ƻƴ άƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻƭƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŜǳŘŀƭƛǎƳΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭŀǿΣ 

alongside 18 other reformist measuresτincluding compulsory and free education, the 

ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǎǘǳǊŜǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǳŦŦǊŀƎŜΣ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǎǳǊŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

establishment of the Health, Literacy, Reconstruction, and Development Corpsτwas presented 

to the public as a referendum. These reforms were collectively referred to as the White 

Revolution or the Shah and People Revolution (9ƴǉŜƭņō-Ŝ {ƘņƘ Ǿŀ aŀǊŘƻƳ) and were put to a 

vote while parliament remained dissolved on January 26, 1963 (Richards, 1975, p. 6; Najmabadi, 

1987). 

CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŘǳƳΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭΣ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ όмфс2ς71) proceeded in three distinct phases 

under the direction of the Land Reform Organization, which was established to implement the 

initiative. The first two phases emphasized land distribution, while the third focused on advancing 

technological agricultural development (Moghadam, 1996, p. 64; Hooglund, 1982). The allocation 

of land was based on traditional cultivation rights, known as nasaq. According to customary law, 

a peasant holding nasaq άǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŎeive a share of the final crop proportional to the amount of 

 
36 In 1961, the Kennedy administration compelled the Shah to appoint Amini (Ganji, 2006, p. 11; Cottam, 1980, p. 
285) 
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ƭŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘέ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŜƭŘ ǳǎŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ όbŀƧƳŀōŀŘƛΣ мфутΣ ǇǇΦ пфς50). Notably, nasaq rights were not 

necessarily tied to a specific plot of land, as pointed out by Najmabadi (1987) and Lambton 

(1969). With only a few exceptions, land distribution was limited to nasaq-holding peasants. 

The Iranian land reform explicitly identified itself as household-oriented, defining the household 

(khanevarύ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŜƴǘƛǘȅΥ άŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŀǿΣ ώƛǘϐ ƛǎ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴΦέ However, ownership was not transferred collectively or individually to all household 

members. Instead, the male head of household was designated as its representative, or as the 

ƭŀǿ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘΣ ƛǘǎ άŎƘƛŜŦΦέ 37 Consequently, the male head became the direct beneficiary of the 

reform, since the law stipulated that land holdings were to be distributed to household heads, 

ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΦέ 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƴŘǊƻŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀƭ ǊǳǊŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ 

ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƭƻƎŀƴ άƭŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƭƭŜǊΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ǘƻ 

include women as potential beneficiaries. In practice, the terƳ άǘƛƭƭŜǊέ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ 

ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƳŜƴΣ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΦ bƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜǎ 

or research participants recalled a single instance of a woman receiving land during the land 

reform. While the Persian language is gender-neutral in many respects, its interpretation in this 

case was decidedly not. Holmes and Wilson (2022) note that even in cases where language is 

gender-ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ŀƴŘǊƻŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ aƛƭƭǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ 

ƻŦ άƳŀǊƪŜŘƴŜǎǎέ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ Ƙƻǿ ƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƳŀǊƪŜŘΣ ŘŜŦŀǳƭǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

references to women are typically marked or explicitly specified. 

These dynamics are consistent with the observations of feminist linguists such as Janet Holmes 

and Nick Wilson (2022), Sara Mills (2008), and Deborah Cameron (2007), who argue that 

patriarchal cultures position men as the default gender when none is specified. Cameron 

ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ-neutral, the 

interpretation by listeners and readers can remain rooted in gendered expectations, often 

defaulting to a masculine perspective unless otherwise ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŜŘέ όнллтΣ ǇΦ унύΦ Taken together, 

 
37 Persian:    
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such linguistic and cultural dynamics help explain why a program ostensibly designed to benefit 

all tillers systematically excluded women, whose roles and contributions were overlooked within 

the prevailing patriarchal framework. 

¸ŜǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ŀǎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛǎǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀƘ 

simultaneously sought to project an image of progressivism by strategically using gender for 

publicity. One of the most famous land reform photographs shows the Shah ceremoniously 

handing over land ownership documents to female farmers. Based on their clothing, including 

midi skirts, they were most likely from Mazandaran province in northern Iran (Figure 3.5). 

According to my knowledge, Mazandaran was the only region in Iran where rural women did not 

traditionally wear long skirts or dresses, adding a regional specificity to this symbolic gesture. 

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅΣ ƭŀƴŘ ǘƛǘƭŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛǎǎǳŜŘ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƴŀƳŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ {ƘŀƘΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ 

family partly resided in Mazandaranτprimarily in the city of Babol, where he also had a palaceτ

ǿŀǎ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ŀǎǇƛŀƴ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ agricultural production, especially 

in rice farming. Nevertheless, he consciously chose to obscure the neglect of their rights. Even 

the court-commissioned documentary Peoples of Iran in the 1960s ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǊƛŎŜ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ƎƛŦǘ ƻŦ 

the hardworking and capable ǿƻƳŜƴ ƻŦ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŦǊǳƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳƛŘ ƭŀƴŘΦέ ¸Ŝǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿǎ 

were crafted and, more crucially, enforced in ways that ensured women, who formed the 

backbone of the agricultural labour force in northern Iran, were treated as subordinate to male 

household heads. Their labour was considered an extension of male ownership, which denied 

them direct land ownership. 
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Figure 3.5 ά{ƘŀƘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘ ŘŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ - 9ŀǊƭȅ мфслǎΦέ wŜǘǊƛŜǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ tŀƘƭŀǾƛ 
affiliated website: https://www.parstimes.com/women/pahlavi/ 

Over the course of Iranian agrarian reform, tƘŜ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

contributions, coupled with the marginalization of their agricultural roles to the domestic sphere 

and the exclusive allocation of government resources and training to men, further entrenched 

the naturalizatioƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ hǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǊŜŦǊŀƳŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

domestic labour as extensions of their biological roles, aligning them primarily with reproduction 

and caregiving. This reframing ultimately rendered their contributions invisible within both public 

discourse and legal frameworks. 



 

126 
 

 

The agrarian reform law, approved on January 9, 1962, explicitly stated that land would be 

ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ άōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ nasaqΦέ ²Ƙŀǘ ǎǘƻƻŘ ƻǳǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ 

two years, definitions and eligibility criteria were repeatedly revised to ensure that women and 

non-nasaq-holding male villagers were excluded. One particularly revealing adjustment was the 

redefinition of the household. In the March 15, 1960, draft, a household was defined as 

άŎƻƴǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΣ ǿƛŦŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿho are dependent or under the guardianship of the 

ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΦέ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άƘǳǎōŀƴŘέ ǿŀǎ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ 

ŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǘŜ ŀƴȅ ŀƳōƛƎǳƛǘȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ and to ensure that husband 

himself was not considered under guardianship. This revision clarified that within the default 

heterosexual family system, the male was unequivocally presumed to be the household head, 

precluding any interpretation that might position a wife as the head of the household (Ministry 

of Agriculture Jihad). In the initial 1960 plan, individuals trained in agriculture and veterinary 

sciences or those demonstrating a commitment to agricultural work (with lower priority) were 

also eligible for land. By 1962, agricultural and veterinary professionals were removed from 

eligibility, further narrowing the chances of women becoming direct beneficiaries. 

The legislators specified that male nasaq-holders would retain ownership of the plots they were 

cultivating at the time of the land reform (Hooglund, 1982, pp. 50ς54). In cases where agricultural 

units were part of rural cooperative groups known as boneh, the land was divided among the 

boneh members. As noted, bonehs were traditional Iranian agricultural organizations responsible 

for overseeing collective farming practices (Farhadi, 1993).38 Each boneh ǿŀǎ άŀ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪ 

ǘŜŀƳ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŜŘ Ǉƭƻǘǎέ όIƻƻƎƭǳƴŘΣ мфунύΦ ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ bonehs 

were formed by nasaq-holding peasants, with their primary function being to optimize land 

productivity (Hooglund, 1982, p. 23). Both boneh and nasaq were exclusively male institutions, 

with membership passed on patrilineally (Staab & Razavi, 2015; Razavi, 1994, p. 16; Afshar, 1985). 

In the absence of sons, these rights could be transferred to daughtersτwho often needed a male 

representative in the council or someone to handle plowingτor to sons-in-law through marriage 

(Razavi, 1994, p. 601). Bonehs άǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ŦƻǳǊ ǘƻ ǎŜǾŜƴ ƳŜƴΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǎ ŦŜǿ ŀǎ 

 
38 In some parts of Iran, we still see the last generation of these traditional cooperatives, or even during recent 
decades, different forms of migrants or Seifi Bonehs have emerged in southern Iran (Farhadi, 1993).  
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ǘƘǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǎ ŦƻǳǊǘŜŜƴ ƛƴ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎέ ό.ƻƴƛƴŜΣ мффсΣ ǇΦ мфсύΦ aŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ŀ boneh 

was contingent on the ability or right to plow, with Vosoughi (1963b) referring to it as a group of 

men and oxen or cows dedicated to plowing agricultural land (p. 388). 

Former nasaq-holding peasants who became new landowners were mandated to join the newly 

established rural cooperatives (Moghadam, 1996; Majd, 1987). Legislators, aiming to preserve 

the traditional rights and privileges of landholding farmers, redirected them into government-

backed cooperatives. To fill the vacuum left by traditional cooperative systems, the Iranian 

government promoted the development of modern cooperatives across the country. While these 

new agricultural cooperatives adopted certain principles from traditional agriculture, such as 

cooperation, land sharing, and labour exchange, many long-standing rituals and ecological 

sustainability practices were gradually abandoned. Instead, this period marked the beginning of 

widespread reliance on synthetic fertilizers and pesticides in Iran, facilitated by a new generation 

of agricultural experts, primarily agronomists.  

However, this shift had significant gendered consequences. Women, already excluded from land 

ownership, found themselves further marginalized as they were largely barred from participating 

in agricultural cooperatives. Deprived of access to key platforms responsible for coordinating 

agricultural activities, as well as the educational and support programs associated with these 

ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǇǳǎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊȅ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ 

landscape. 

The process of gender-based land entitlement unfolded in three distinct phases. A brief summary 

of these phases is as follows: 

Phase One (1962): Land redistribution during this phase was based on cultivation rights (nasaq), 

which did not require cartography, simplifying and expediting the process of land allocation. 

Landlords who owned more than one village were required to restrict their ownership to a six-

ŘņƴƎ village, selling the excess land to the government (Hooglund, 1982). A ŘņƴƎ refers to one 

of six divisions of a real estate property (Ghorbani et al., 2021). This provision allowed a landlord 
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to retain portions of multiple villages. For example, a landlord could keep one-third of one village 

and up to two-thirds of another, provided the total did not exceed a six-ŘņƴƎ equivalent. 

The government bought agricultural land from landlords and sold it to peasants. Landlords were 

permitted to allocate up to 50% of the proceeds from estate sales to purchase shares in state-

owned companies. Mechanized agricultural farms were exempt from redistribution. Yet these 

measures came with significant exclusions. The restriction of land allocation to nasaq-holders, 

combined with the under-enumeration of cultivators in the 1956 census, effectively excluded 

30% of the rural population from land reform benefits. Justifications for this exclusion cited 

concerns over dividing land into plots too small to sustain family needs. It was also argued that 

surplus rural labour would be absorbed into the industrial sector, contributing to economic 

growth. During this stage, 949 villages were purchased by the state and distributed among 

800,000 individuals or households (Hooglund, 1982; Majd, 1987). For context, the 1956 census 

reported 2,724,138 rural households in Iran, with a rural population of 13,001,141. 

As noted earlier, the Land Reform Act treated the entire heterosexual-assumed householdτ

defined as a mother, father, and childrenτas a single entity. According to the law, a land-owning 

family could collectively own a maximum of a six-ŘņƴƎ village. This provision disproportionately 

affected female landlords, particularly in western Iran, where female landlordism was relatively 

common. .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀōǎŜƴǘŜŜ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎΩ ŜǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛȊŜŘΣ ŀ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ 

largely composed of women due to the prevalence of patrilocal residence, female ownership 

rights were among the first to be stripped away (Karami & Rahmanian, 2017). 

Karami and Rahmanian (2017) highlight the significant presence of female landlords before the 

land reform, particularly in Borujerd, Lorestan province, in western Iran, where one-third of the 

major landlords targeted during the first phase were women. Female-owned land was 

systematically prioritized for expropriation, reinforcing male entitlement to land holdings. On the 

other hand, in this initial phase, agricultural allotments traditionally cultivated by women, such 

as plots for vegetables, beans, and summer crops in northern Iran, were also reallocated to male 

heads of peasant households. This gendered pattern of dispossession persisted through 

subsequent phases of the reform. 
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Female landlords challenged this disentitlement through legal action and succeeded after eight 

months (Karami & Rahmanian, 2017). The Land Reform Council ultimately recognized the 

independent legal status of female landlords; however, the redistributed properties were not 

returned. To me, this highlights one of the privileges afforded to upper-class women: access to 

the legal system, a privilege that persists today. 

What stands out to me is the parallel between this process and the logic underpinning Islamic 

ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ ƭŀǿΦ ¦ƴŘŜǊ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƭŀǿΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƘŀƭŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

male counterparts. For married couples, a wife inherits only one-ŜƛƎƘǘƘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ 

possessions (if children are involved), while the husband inherits one-fourth of hers. In cases 

where a spouse is the sole heir, a wife inherits just one-ŦƻǳǊǘƘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŜǎǘŀǘŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

remaining three-fourths going to the state. Conversely, the husband is entitled to the entirety of 

Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŦŜΩǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳƛŎ ƛƴŜǉǳƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ŦŀǾƻǳǊƛƴƎ ƳŜƴΣ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ 

ingrained in Iran and reinforced by legal and state mechanisms. 

Second Phase (1963-стύΥ {ƛƴŎŜ Wǳƭȅ мфснΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƭƛ !ƳƛƴƛΩǎ ŎŀōƛƴŜǘ ŀƴŘ 

ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Iŀǎŀƴ !ǊǎŀƴƧŀƴƛΩǎ ƳƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΣ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ 

conservative stage (Keddi & Richard, 1981). Asadollah Alam, the newly appointed prime minister, 

persuaded the Shah that maintaining rural stability required balancing the security of landlords 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ όYƘƻǊǊŀƳǎƘŀŘ ϧ aƻǳǎŀƴŜƧŀŘΣ нлмтΤ 

Moosanezhad & Khorramshad, 2024). Consequently, an amendment to the land reform law was 

introduced, offering landlords and cultivators five options for managing their land (Majd, 1987; 

Khorramshad & Mousanejad, 2017): 

1. Rent the land to farmers for 30 years. 

2. Sell the land and water rights to the tenants according to a mutual agreement. 

3. Divide the land with cultivators on the basis of crop shares. 

пΦ tǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘǎΩ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΦ 

5. Set up an agricultural stock company between the landlords and the peasants. 
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The first optionτlong-term rentingτwas particularly appealing to landowners. It allowed them 

to retain property rights and secure rent for 30 years, offering stability even during times of 

drought and famine. At this stage, 214,000 farmers received land, though 35% of them had 

already been included in the first phase. According to the 1966 population and housing census, 

the rural population numbered 15,284,677 across 3,068,619 households, highlighting the 

relatively limited scope of land distribution in this stage (Khorramshad & Mousanejad, 2017; 

Majd, 1987). 

During this phase, women-owned holdings continued to face disproportionate expropriation. For 

instance, in Dezfoul, Khuzestan, southwestern Iran, 135 of the 250 included landowners were 

women. The greater emphasis on cultivation rights in this phase further marginalized female 

ƭŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊǎΣ ŀǎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ, especially among prosperous families, was often not 

officially recognized. While some male landlords retained ownership or portions of their holdings 

by performing agricultural labour, such practices were considered inappropriate or unsuitable 

for wealthy or noble women. This was especially true in regions where agriculture was more 

male-dominated, reflecting persistent gendered assumptions that continue to influence such 

practices (Khorramshad & Mousanejad, 2017; Afshar, 1985). 

Third Phase (1969-1971): In the end, two options were offered to the landlords and large 

landowners: either sell the land to the peasants or divide it based on crop shares. Land reform 

data indicates that approximately 1.2 million individuals received land under this phase. In 1971, 

the Land Reform Organization was officially dissolved, marking the end of this sweeping reform 

program (Majd, 1987). 

YŀǊŀƳƛ ŀƴŘ wŀƘƳŀƴƛŀƴΩǎ όнлмтύ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƘŀǎŜΥ ƻƴŜ-third of 

the landowners whose properties were redistributed were female petty landlords. These women 

faced significant socio-cultural and institutional barriers. Upper-middle-class women, in 

particular, struggled with gender disparities in accessing agricultural credit for mechanization, 

leaving them unable to qualify for exemptions from land redistribution. Many of these holdings 

had been acquired through marriage as mehriyeh and were often the only source of income for 

women in a context where economic opportunities for well-off women were especially limited. 
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Lƴ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ƭƻǿ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ Ŝǉǳƛǘȅ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

revenue-generating methods for women. Male-dominated top-down planning prioritized 

improving the living conditions of male peasants, presuming that benefits would naturally extend 

to all members of the households. This assumption ignored the reality that empowering men 

who traditionally held authority within households would reinforce existing gender inequalities 

rather than alleviate them. The reform thus inadvertently exacerbated the gender gap in 

economic opportunities and autonomy for rural women. 

оΦпΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΣ ŘƛǎŜƴǝǘƭŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ 

ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ 

The disentitlement of women from land rights was a pervasive consequence of household-

oriented land reform initiatives across the globe during the mid-20th century. In northern Iran, 

ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ŏƭaims to specific plots of 

land, such as unirrigated holdings used for cultivating vegetables and summer crops (Seifijat), 

which were vital for family sustenance or exchange. These plots, traditionally managed by 

women, were reallocated to male heads of households under development plans and gradually 

transformed into more profitable fruit orchardsτa shift emblematic of the masculinization of 

agriculture. ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ 

and productivity in subsistence life-making were systematically undervalued, resulting in their 

contributions being largely overlooked within socio-economic and legal frameworks (Shiva & 

Mies, 2014). 

Lambton (1969) observes that, despite the higher economic returns associated with orchards, 

traditional landowners were often reluctant to plant fruit trees because Islamic agricultural law 

granted peasants lifelong rights to the trees they cultivated (haqq-e rishe, or root rights). 

Although landlords could buy back these rights, it was often perceived as a burden. With the 

decline of feudal relations and the rise of market-oriented agriculture, however, families 

increasingly planted fruit trees as a more profitable strategy. This shift directly displaced 
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ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ǇƭƻǘǎΣ ǇǳǎƘƛƴƎ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǎƳŀƭƭ ƘƻƳŜ ƎŀǊŘŜƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ 

exclusively for domestic consumption. 

In Gilan Province, tea plantations, culturally regarded as orchards in Iran, presented a slightly 

different dynamic. Before the land reform, tea plantations were predominantly owned by 

smallholders. Rural families cultivated bushes on mountain slopes, often clearing forested areas, 

which meant there was less concern about haqq-e rishe in this context. 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎέ ǿŜǊŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŜŘΣ ǎƳŀƭƭ-scale land clearances persisted and even 

intensified after the 1979 revolution due to weaker government oversight. Despite challenges 

such as declining precipitation, lower global tea prices, and reduced profitability for farmers, the 

encroachment on forests and the expansion of family agricultural holdings have continued to this 

day. During my stay in Langarud County, following an unprecedented storm and blizzard that 

caused temporary water and electricity outages, many wild trees were damaged or broken. I 

observed that some villagers whose land bordered rivers and forests cleared adjacent areas and 

incorporated them into their agricultural holdings. This practice of informal land acquisition is 

relatively common, particularly among low-income, landless, or small-holding households 

seeking to improve family livelihoods. Locals occasionally cultivate parts of neighbouring plots or 

source black soil from fields belonging to non-resident or wealthier owners who are considered 

less likely to object. 

Lǘ ƛǎ ǳƴŎƭŜŀǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƻǾŜǊǎƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ-scale land 

acquisitionsτarguably a form of informal land redistributionτstemmed from incapacity or 

implicit approval, particularly given that larger land-grabbing projects often appeared to be state-

owned or state-sponsored. For example, in Langarud County, a forested mountain was being 

mined for soil and construction materials, a project locals attributed to quasi-governmental 

entities such as the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) (Figure 3.6). This juxtaposition 

suggested an unspoken understanding between authorities and residents, where both parties 

appropriated public resources to the extent of their capacities. While this interpretation seems 

speculative, it was my first impression and experience of the deployment of smaller acts 

undertaken by villagers. 
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Figure 3.6 Disappearing Forested Mountain (2018-2020)  
Located between Kharashtom, Amlash and Koolakmahaleh, Gillan 

Retrieved from https://www.8deynews.com/627182/ ππππππ π /  

Indeed, blaming the government proved useful for some villagers who sought to downplay the 

destructive effects of their own activities. By shifting responsibility entirely onto the authorities, 

villagers minimized their own contributions to environmental degradation. This dynamic reveals 

a complex interplay between local survival strategies and state-led exploitation of more-than-

human nature, complicating the broader issue of environmental responsibility. 
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These small-scale appropriations were not only shaped by class inequalities and reactions to state 

environmental practices ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōȅ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŘƛǎǇŀǊƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ 

ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ ƳŜƴΩǎΦ As note earlier, agricultural plots traditionally managed by 

women were [irrigated and] transferred to men during the Iranian land reform, reinforcing 

gendered inequalities in land ownership. Many women resisted landlessness by occupying 

marginal spaces such as riverbanks or the sides of streets (Figure 3.7). These forms of resistance 

constituted more than subsistence strategies; they embodied a broader struggle against the 

ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƘŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

expansion of cash cropping. 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ-generating activities, the profitability of orchards over rice 

farming, and the systematic undervaluation of subsistence agriculture reinforced cultural 

ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ ǳƴǿƻǊǘƘȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ ƭŀƴŘΦ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

reclamation of marginal land for cultivating summer crops and vegetables, which have shorter 

planting seasons and can thrive in insecure locations, highlights their resilience. However, as Mies 

and Bennholdt-Thomsen (2000) argue, the flexibility associated with cultivating such crops, while 

ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜƻǳǎΣ ǇŀǊŀŘƻȄƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

contributions within a system that prioritizes private ownership and capital-driven productivity. 
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!ǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘΣ LǊŀƴΩǎ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƎŀǇ39 in rural 

villages, largely ignored gender inequalities and intra-household imbalances. Agrarian reforms 

funded by the World Bank and implemented in American-allied nations often followed a 

 
39 As mentioned earlier, the narrowing class gap and the consequent increase in freedom and social mobility were 
supposed to pave the way for the government to gain multiple ecopolitical incentives, including political stability 
through limiting the political power of the Khans, neutralizing peasant revolutions and providing the necessary 
workforce for industries. 

Figure 3.7 Outside Gardens in Moridan, Langarud, Gilan  
Top: A garden along the riverbank (on the right) Bottom: A garden in front of the house 
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household-oriented model, allocating land to the male head of the household. This traditional 

economic framework presumed that resources distributed to the household headτtypically an 

adult male, such as a father or sonτwould benefit all members equally. It conceptualized the 

ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ŀǎ άŀƴ ǳƴŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜŘ ǳƴƛǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǎƘŀǊŜώŘϐ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎέ ƻǊ ƻƴŜ άƎƻǾŜǊƴŜŘ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ƻǊ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ōȅ ŀƭǘǊǳƛǎƳέ ό!ƎŀǊǿŀƭΣ нллнΣ ǇΦ мрфύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 

research has consistently challenged these assumptions, showing that men and women have 

different priorities and consumption patterns. For example, studies conducted by Roldan (1985 

as cited by Agarwal, 2002), Kumar (1991; 1978 as cited in Blumberg, 2019), and Tripp (1981 as 

cited by Blumberg, 2019) in Mexico, southern India, and Ghana, respectively, reveal that women 

are more likely to spend their income on household needs, particularly those of children. Agarwal 

ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ-pleasing behaviours, whether driven by altruism or strategic self-

interest, often secure familial indebtedness and future security in contexts where formal social 

support systems, such as pensions, exclude them. This is relevant the fact that patriarchal cultural 

ŀƴŘ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǎǳŎƘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 

felt among men. 

While research highlights a global trend in gendered patterns of priorities and consumption 

(Agarwal, 2002; Razavi, 1993; Razavi, 1994), these patterns vary significantly across cultural, 

legal, and social contexts. In Iranian Islamic family law, men are obligated to cover household 

expenses for their wives and children, enabling women to retain or spend their income as they 

wish. However, in practice, women in Islamic societies, including Iran, are often expected to 

contribute to household expenses, with the extent of their involvement shaped by social class, 

regional customs, and modes of production. In rural areas, particularly in northern Iran, 

customary laws often took precedence over Islamic jurisprudence, which was more influential in 

ǳǊōŀƴ ŀƴŘ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǿŀǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ 

family survival and regarded not as occasional assistance but as indispensable. In contrast, in 

urban settings, where Islamic jurisprudence and Sharia held greater cultural sway, men were 

more prominently portrayed as sole breadwinners, while women typically engaged in 

subsistence tasks or handicrafts to support household livelihoods. 
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The Persian term for breadwinner, ƴņƴ-ņǾŀǊΣ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ άōǊŜŀŘ ōǊƛƴƎŜǊέ ƻǊ άōǊŜŀŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΣέ 

ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛǊƻƴȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΥ ŦƻǊ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ōǊŜŀŘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ 

made by women at home. The emergence of widespread bakeries, especially in rural areas, is a 

relatively recent phenomenon. This contradiction underscores how both traditional and modern 

ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƳƛǎǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƻǊ Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ 

contributions  

wŀȊŀǾƛΩǎ όмффоΣ мффпύ Ǉƻǎǘ-land reform research on southeastern Iranian villages highlights the 

divergent consumption patterns between women and men, revealing the depth of these 

ŘƛǎǇŀǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ IŜǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜƴΩǎ όŦŀǘƘŜǊǎΩύ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƛǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ spent on family food 

ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ Ǉƻƻƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ŦǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎΩ jahiz (trousseau). She argues that while culturally seen as essential to securing 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ Ǉƻǎǘ-marriage status, many men regard the jahiz ŀǎ ŀ άƴƻƴ-ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜέ ƻǊ 

ŜǾŜƴ άŀ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŜȅΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎƛǾŜ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ 

Razavi (1993) also notes that in less affluent families, adult women are often responsible for 

covering the cost of their own clothing and frequently contribute to essential household 

expenses, including nutrition. Unlike daughters, sons tend to save their income or spend it on 

personal luxuries such as cigarettes or expensive clothing. This reflects a broader cultural 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ-related expenditures, as discussed in the theoretical chapter, where 

leisure is traditionally framed as a masculine right. Fathers similarly allocate portions of their 

wages for personal expenses, including tobacco or opium, alongside household obligations such 

as wedding costs for their sons. Mothers, in contrast, generally manage their wages with a focus 

on househƻƭŘ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭǎ ƻǊ ǎŀǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎΩ jahiz. Razavi (1993) observes that women 

ƭŀŎƪ άǘƘŜ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜǎΣέ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŜǉǳŀƭ Ǿŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ƳŜƴΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǊŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜΦ She argues that these consumption patterns reveal an 

ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ and expenditures. Razavi 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƭƛƪŜ άƧŀƘƛȊ ƳƻƴŜȅέ ŎŀǊǊȅ ŘŜǊƻƎŀǘƻǊȅ ŎƻƴƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

contributions and needs as secondary or even trivial. 
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Similar patterns of gendered expenditure emerge in northern Iran, as observed during fieldwork 

in Moridan and Komeleh villages. In these communities, coffee houses (qahveh khaneh) remain 

predominantly male spaces, with rural women rarely attending without male companions. Male 

villagers, especially younger men, often spend their evenings socializing in these spaces. 

Additionally, some men have allocated specific sections of their homes for hosting guests, where 

ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜǊǾŜ ƪŜōŀōǎΣ ƘƻƻƪŀƘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƻǇƛǳƳΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ 

ŦƻǊƳŀƭΣ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ȅŀǊŘ ƻǊ ǎƘƻǇΣ ƻǊ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦ 

Women in Moridan also organize rotating savings and credit associations, similar to those 

documented by Roksana Bahramitash (2014) among low- and lower-middle-income Iranian 

households. These savings are often directed toward purchasing expensive home appliances, 

managing emergencies such as illnesses, or covering event-based expenses like weddings or 

jahizΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜǎ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ Řǳŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ǎǳǎǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ 

fulfilling social expectations tied to marriage. 

The fact that women traditionally did not have the time, space, or money for leisure that was 

clearly marked is also related to their labour relations, which were themselves flexible in terms 

of space and time. Mies and Bennholdt-Thomsen (2000) state that ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

labourτeven market-oriented workτis undervalued and taken less seriously because of its 

inherent flexibility. This flexibility, tied to time and place, often blurs boundaries between market 

oriented and domestic labour. Work in the home garden, closely integrated with domestic life 

and accessible throughout the day, is often perceived as less significant than farm work, which 

requires commuting to fields (such as rice paddies typically located around villages) and adhering 

to structuǊŜŘ ƘƻǳǊǎΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ Ƙŀǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǾŀƭǳŜŘ ƛǘΣ 

ŜǾŜƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛȊŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ, both agricultural and 

non-agricultural, likely led to it being taken less seriously. 

Women have historically been engaged in long-term, repetitive tasks that demand care, attention 

and diligence, such as weeding, performed multiple times throughout the agricultural season. In 

contrast, men often took on tasks that were intensive, short-term, and physically demanding, 

such as land preparation. Similarly, childcare, predominantly undertaken by women, is a 
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continuous and unending responsibility. This repetition, flexibility, and lack of structure make 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƭŜǎǎ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛȊŜ ǘŀǎƪǎ 

with defined boundaries and measurable outputs. 

¢ƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜΦ aŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ 

typically tied to fixed time structures, is often accompanied by spatially and temporally 

demarcated leisure. For women, whose tasks are closely intertwined with domestic 

responsibilities, leisure is rarely distinct in space or time. This lack of clear boundaries further 

under-acknowledge both their labour and their leisure. 

The agrarian reforms and the subsequent segregation of home and farm accentuated this 

ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎΣ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƛǊƳƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǊŜŀƭƳΦ .ȅ 

ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛȊƛƴƎ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŎƘƳŀǊƪ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŜǉualities 

ŀƴŘ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ƻǊ ƛƴŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƛŀƭΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ 

deeply ingrained ideological frameworks persist, even as contemporary discourses on gender 

roles and equality attempt to challenge them. 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΣ ŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

consumption patterns. Among middle-aged and younger women, there is a growing tendency to 

invest in themselves and allocate more time and money to themselves through cosmetics, beauty 

treatments, travel, and other forms of leisure. Self-expression, same-gender social activities, and 

independent travel are becoming more prominent among younger generations of women, 

reflecting shifting norms and aspirations. 

Gendered patterns of labour division, like consumption and leisure, have been profoundly 

impacted by agrarian reforms and continue to evolve in rural areas, largely through the ongoing 

processes of housewifization. As Maria Mies discusses, housewifization refers to the 

transformation of domestic and subsistence work into the cheapest form of labour in the 

ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŎȅŎƭŜΣ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

Through this process, women often come to identify themselǾŜǎ ŀǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ 

income (Mies & Bennholdt-Thomsen, 2000, pp. 33ς35; Mies, 1982, as cited in Dengler & Strunk, 
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2022). As previously discussed, land reforms and the Green Revolution accelerated 

housewifization by marginalizing subsistence agriculture in favour of cash cropping, limiting 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊƳΦ 

These shifts reinforced the association of women and subsistence agriculture with the domestic 

sphere and concepts such as reproduction (Agarwal, 2016; Brandth, 2002; Kongar, 2017). 

A similar pattern emerged in Iran during development projects initiated in the 1960s. In nomadic 

regions, efforts to promote sedentarization reduced the share of nomads in the Iranian 

population from 10 percent in 1960 to less than 3 percent by the mid-1970s. These changes 

ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǊǘƛŦŀŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƻ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΣ 

diminishing their visibility and undermining the collective mobilization and public recognition 

that had previously characterized these activitiesΦ ! ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ 

ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪΣ known as vareh, which once played a vital role 

in rural life. In this system, women pooled their milk collectively, enabling each participant to 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘǎ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǎŎŀƭŜ όCŀǊƘŀŘƛΣ нллтύΦ 

While smaller forms of vareh persist in regions where husbandry remains prevalent, the system 

has largely dissolved due to sedentarization, urbanization, and the establishment of pasteurized 

milk factories, initially state-operated. This transition masculinized dairy production and eroded 

its economic and social significance for women. 

In northern Iran, similar trends unfolded with the promotion of irrigated agriculture and 

ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŘǊȅ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎΣ where they had traditionally been involved in 

cultivating legumes and summer crops. ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƭŜƎŀǘŜŘ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

home gardens, where their economic contributions became less visible and were often dismissed 

as hobbies. While these activities remained vital for family self-sufficiency, their value was 

overshadowed by cash-cropping practices dominated by men. Women increasingly turned to 

home-based industries, such as sericulture (as discussed in the previous chapter), in which their 

labour was indispensable yet received little public recognition. 

Focusing on Langarud County, Gilan, these patterns become particularly evident. Women 

continue subsistence farming as they did before the land reform, yet they remain largely 
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excluded from the more lucrative cash-cropping practices that men have taken over. Home 

gardens managed by women still provide most of the vegetables and herbs consumed by families 

during the summer, but staples like grains and legumes are now predominantly purchased from 

supermarkets. For younger generations of married women, particularly millennials and beyond, 

who have spent much of their unmarried lives in school, their engagement in subsistence farming 

has diminished. Instead, they rely on vegetables provided by their mothers and extended family 

members or purchase them from local acquaintances. 

While subsistence farming is increasingly associated with older generations of women, 

participation in commercialized agriculture in northern Iran tends to align with social class, as is 

common across much of West Asia. Women from small- or medium-holding families, as well as 

female small- or medium-scale landholders, often take on agricultural responsibilities seasonally 

or during peak periods of demand. Their contributions to agricultural labourτincluding tasks 

such as tea or orange picking and preparing meals for agricultural workers and male family 

membersτare generally unpaid. Instead, they may receive a monthly allowance from their 

husbands or, occasionally, a lump sum from agricultural income for personal or household 

expenses. 

In contrast, women from lower landholding or landless classes engage in various income-

ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƭŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ǿŀƎŜǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ Řŀƛƭȅ ƻǊ ƘƻǳǊƭȅ 

labour. This labour arrangement provides them with greater autonomy over their earnings. Many 

of these women also participate in non-agricultural work, such as tailoring, hairdressing, and 

pastry making, to supplement their income. Notably, the livelihoods of nearly all the households 

I encountered during my fieldwork relied, to some extent, on non-agricultural revenues, 

reflecting the declining share of agriculture in household incomes over time. With the exception 

of retired farmers, who often depend on land rent or share cropping, most families in the region 

have at least one member employed in service or administrative fields, including tourist 

accommodation, bakery, sewing, construction, teaching, military services, and transportation. 

This diversification of livelihoods underscores the evolving economic landscape of rural Iran and 

its implications for gendered labour patterns. 
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With the reduced economic significance of agriculture and agricultural land in supporting rural 

families, their role has shifted primarily toward identity formation. For instance, I noticed, in 

marriage arrangements, families with a multi-generational, sedentary relationship to the land are 

still preferred over descendants of the Galesh, traditionally nomadic pastoralists residing in the 

mountainous regions of the Alborz in Gilan, Mazandaran, and Golestan provinces (Parhizkar et 

al., 2024; Bagheri, 2016). When introducing themselves to me as an outsider, people often 

emphasized their ancestral ties to the land and their farming origins, even though agriculture is 

no longer a popular profession. Administrative and service jobs offering stable salaries are now 

more desirable, especially when it comes to marriage prospects. 

This emphasis on agricultural heritage appears to serve both as a means of preserving local 

culture and as a reflection of historical dynamics. The Galesh, also referred to as Deylam, who 

held political power primarily in the western parts of the Caspian region (modern-day Gilan) for 

several centuries before and after the advent of Islam, traditionally viewed agriculture and 

sedentariness with suspicion. They believed that dependence on the land fostered cowardice and 

conservatism. Until the Safavid era, the absence of a strong centralized government meant that 

rulers did not significantly promote agriculture in the region. This changed under the Safavids, 

ŀƴŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ tŀƘƭŀǾƛ ǊŜƎƛƳŜΩǎ ǎŜŘŜƴǘŀǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǎǘŜǇ ƛƴ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ 

Galesh cow herders, replacing narratives that had associated nomadism with courage and 

warlikeness with ones that recast it as backwardness and poverty (Azimi, 2019). 

Since the Pahlavi era, with policies to settle nomads and reduce their military power, being a 

nomad or pastoralist has mostly stopped giving people high social status or political influence. At 

the same time, industrialization has made farming in the Caspian lowlands much less profitable. 

For many families, farming and their connection to ancestral land are now more about identity 

than making a living. Nevertheless, land continues to hold value as a family asset, particularly 

with growing interest from non-locals in purchasing land to build apartments and villas. 

This trend of non-locals purchasing land has sparked mixed feelings among residents in Langarud 

CountyΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ƘŀƴŘΣ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƻǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŎƘŜŀǇŜǊ ŀǊŜŀǎ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜƴǘǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǇǊƻƳǇǘƛƴƎ 

some locals to sell their land and leave the region. On the other hand, residents of more 
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populated and expensive areas like Moridan express frustration that their real estate prices have 

not risen as sharply as those in previously less populated, mountainous neighbourhoods like 

Parashkuh. At the same time, they also appreciate that their cultural coherence remains intact, 

making it easier to preserve local traditions and practices in areas less affected by external 

influences. 

Even without these direct cultural clashes, socio-economic practices in the region are evolving, 

particularly in employment patterns. The profitability of small agricultural holdings often lags 

behind that of service-sector jobs. Development programs, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, have increasingly aligned rural areas with urban lifestyles, thereby broadening the 

ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘŜ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƻŦ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŀƴΩǎ 

plains and its simultaneous proximity to the sea and forests have made it a focal point for Iranian 

tourism since the Pahlavi era. Initially centered in Mazandaran, tourism gradually expanded into 

Gilan and its semi-Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴƻǳǎ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎΣ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 

catering to touristsτranging from renting rooms or houses to selling local goodsτnow 

constitute a major portion of the local economy. 

The Covid-мф ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳΦ L ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ 

noticed a rise in xenophobic attitudes, especially as local medical centers in Gilan and 

Mazandaran struggled to meet the needs of their populations, let alone serve villa owners and 

tourists arriving from large central cities with better-equipped healthcare systems. However, 

after a few weeks of lockdown, it became evident that the local economy was severely impacted. 

When restrictions on non-locals were partially lifted after less than two months, the relief among 

local businesses was palpable. I recall buying souvenirs at a pastry shop where the seller, with 

radiating joy, warmly welcomed every customer. To those whose accents or maybe attire 

suggested they were visitors, she offered heartfelt wishes for a safe journey and a prompt return. 

Her sincerity highlighted the vital role tourism plays in sustaining the local economy and 

livelihoods. 

In the northern Caspian region, despite economic alternatives provided by the expansion of 

service and non-agricultural jobs, many locals continue to work in agriculture, although 
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enthusiasm for it has waned. This persistence is often attributed to familiarity and the 

accumulation of the necessary social and economic capital to sustain these practices. Some even 

describe it as a form of geographic determinism. As discussed in the previous chapter, agrarian 

practices are deeply embodied; they are learned from childhood, shaping peoplesΩ livesΩ physical 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊƘȅǘƘƳǎΦ 5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ .ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΩǎ όнллсύ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ le sens pratique (practical sense), 

agriculture is not merely a set of tasks, but a deeply ingrained knowledge stored and materialized 

in the muscles and movements of rural individuals. This embodied knowledge is transmitted 

through everyday interactions of children with their farmer parents, the land, and the more-than-

human entities that inhabit rural landscapes (Bergstedt, 2016). 

½ŀƘǊŀΣ ŀ ǘŜŀ ǇƛŎƪŜǊ ƛƴ [ƛǎŜƘ wǳŘ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΣ ŜƴŎŀǇǎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƳŜΣ ά²Ƙȅ 

Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘŜŀ ǇƛŎƪƛƴƎΚ ²Ŝ ƳǳǎǘΤ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ǿŜ Řƻ ƛǘΦ 

.ǳǘ ǿŜ ǘŜƭƭ ƻǳǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎΦέ Her words illustrate the 

complex interplay between gender, labour, and aspirations in rural Iran. The intergenerational 

transmission of agricultural knowledge is increasingly fragmented, shaped by conscious and 

unconscious decisions intersecting with gender dynamics. For many women, freedom from 

agricultural labour is viewed as upward mobility, leading parents to encourage their daughters 

to pursue education and professional careers outside of agriculture. Sons, however, are often 

prioritized in preserving agricultural practices and still trained to maintain family land. 

This gendered division of aspirations is deeply rooted in the institutionalized patrilocal patriarchy 

of Iran, particularly the semi-primogeniture practices in northern Iran (discussed in more detail 

later), where land ownership and inheritance have traditionally been aligned with male heirs. It 

also reflects the legacy of agricultural development programs implemented over the past seven 

decades, which have progressively masculinized farming through the introduction of 

mechanization. These programs have displaced tasks historically performed by women, 

transferring them to machinery predominantly operated by men. This dual process of gendered 

displacement and preservation encapsulates the tension between prioritizing industrial sectors 

and the cultural imperative to maintain familial and historical ties to the land. 



 

145 
 

 

While social ties and familial commitments compel some, especially men, to continue family 

farming, patrilocality and landlessness often grant women greater freedom to distance 

themselves from these responsibilities. The reduced social obligation toward managing 

agricultural land, coupled with rising education levels, has encouraged many women to pursue 

opportunities outside of family farming. The limited rural job market often leads women to seek 

employment in urban areas, facilitated by relatively short commutes (half an hour to an hour by 

car for most northern Caspian villages). In rural Iran, unmarried adult childrenτespecially 

daughtersτtypically live with their natal families until marriage, except in cases such as attending 

university. This trend is mirrored, to some extent, among single men. 

Villages closer to cities, such as Moridan (approximately 15 minutes from the city by car), provide 

younger generations of rural women with greater opportunities to pursue non-agricultural jobs 

in urban areas. However, as discussed in the previous chapter, the patriarchal value system 

ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ōȅ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ 

supplemental to the income of the male breadwinner. This narrative devalues their work and 

Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ άǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǊƳȅ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊΦέ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ DƛƭŀƴΩǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ǊŀǘŜ 

being higher than the national average, it remains around 20 percent, which underscores the 

limited opportunities available for women in rural contexts. Many rural women take on service 

jobs, such as retail, where wages are often below the standards set by the Ministry of Labour40  

and, in many cases, lack basic benefits like insurance. This exploitation is rationalized by societal 

ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŜȄŀŎŜǊōŀǘŜŘ ōȅ 

the high female unemployment rate, which is twice that of men, making women easily 

replaceable in the workforce. While extensive kinship and friendship networks in smaller towns 

may occasionally provide informal protection against job loss, these social safety nets rarely apply 

to rural women who commute daily for work. 

As previously noted, daily and permanent migration to cities is not limited to women. In villages 

such as Moridan and Liseh Rud, agricultural land no longer suffices to support even the previous 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƭƛŦŜǎǘȅƭŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΦ 5ƛǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀƎricultural revenues among the new 

 
40 Ministry of Cooperatives, Labour, and Social Welfare 
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ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǊŀƛƴ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǊǎΩ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ aŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǎƻŎƛƻ-economic 

capital increasingly prefer urban employment, leading to a gradual depopulation of younger 

villagers from rural areas. Over time, this outmigration contributes to the aging of villages. Census 

data (1968ς2016) indicates a consistent rural-to-ǳǊōŀƴ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘǊŜƴŘΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ рп҈ ƻŦ [ŀƴƎŀǊǳŘΩǎ 

population lived in rural areas in 1986, this proportion dropped to 28% by 2016 (Table 3.1). The 

trend is evident across Gilan province, although Langarud has undergone a more intense 

urbanization process (72% urbanization compared to the provincial average of 63%). Factors such 

as topography, accessibility, and proximity to the eastern provincial border likely contribute to 

this pattern. Mazandaran province has historically modernized more rapidly due to its 

topography, proximity to Tehran and its connections to the Pahlavi dynasty. These factors have 

established the Gilan-aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴ ōƻǊŘŜǊ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ destinations, 

further shaping the socio-economic landscape and accelerating urbanization in the region. 

Table 3.1 Rural, Urban Population Changes (1986-2016) 

 Langarud Province of Gilan 

Year 
Rural 
Population 

Urban 
Population 

Rural Ratio 
(%) 

Rural 
Population 

Urban 
Population 

Rural Ratio 
(%) 

1986 59,951 50,948 54.06 1,318,686 843,175 61.00 

1996 67,896 68,679 49.71 1,191,916 1,049,980 53.17 

2006 55,432 78,524 41.38 1,109,110 1,295,751 46.12 

2016 38,904 101,782 27.65 927,660 1,603,026 36.66 

Sources: Statistical Center of Iran, 1987, 1997, 2007, & 2017. Calculations: Author. 

Although Table 3.1 demonstrates the urban-rural migration and rapid urbanization in Gilan 

province, particularly in Langarud city, the graph in Figure 3.8 emphasizes the demographic 

differences between urban and rural areas of Langarud and supports the hypothesis of younger 

villagers moving away. The graph indicates that urban areas have a higher percentage of 

individuals under 15 years old, while rural areas show an increasing proportion of residents over 

60 years old. Additionally, the 25ς40 age groupτconsisting of young, working individuals in their 

reproductive yearsτis significantly more concentrated in urban settings. This demographic trend 

ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǳǊōŀƴ ƭƛŦŜ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ 

attractiveness of rural areas as retirement destinations for both locals and outsiders. 

https://www.amar.org.ir/english
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Figure 3.8 Age group distribution in Langarud by urban and rural population (2016 census data) 
Source: Statistical Center of Iran, 2017. 

As mentioned earlier, the financial profitability of land has declined over time, yet it continues to 

hold importance for family identity and a sense of rootedness. For women, however, its 

individual and communal significance has diminished, particularly because, during agrarian 

reforms, including the Iranian case, their access to and ownership of land became more 

restricted, at least temporarily. Research in Europe and West Asia suggests that when women 

lose ownership or access to land in exchange for greater autonomy within the household or 

kitchenτautonomy previously shared with in-lawsτthey often reframe their identities around 

ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ό.ǊŀƴŘǘƘΣ нллнΤ DŀƭƛŞ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмоύΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

participation in agriculture fell, ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǿŜŀƪŜƴŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘŜ-run 

cooperatives, predominantly managed by men, grew stronger. At the same time, women gained 

greater autonomy within their households. Over the past few decades, broader social 

transformations, including the decline of extended families and smaller household sizes, have 

increasingly positioned wives as the exclusive managers of their homes (Table 3.2). This reframing 

often involves a trade-off of collective identity for a more individualized one, which may bring 

new forms of independence, such as greater decision-making power within the household. 
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¢ƘŜ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳŎƭŜŀǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ƘŀǾŜ 

coincided with the process of Housewifization. Extended families, in their traditional forms, have 

gradually been disappearing. Census data reveals that household sizes have declined more 

sharply in rural areas compared to urban regions: a 46% decrease in rural household size versus 

a 37% reduction in urban areas over 30 years (1986ς2016). 

It is worth noting that the reduction in household sizeτdriven by factors such as compulsory 

education for children and rising living standards, which transform children from contributors to 

household labour into financial dependentsτhas lessened some divisions within and between 

families. This shift has, in turn, created more opportunities and spaces for younger women41 to 

ŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ hǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ LǊŀƴΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƳŀƭŜ-

favouring system has diminished. As a result, relationships between couples have become more 

egalitarian, increasingly relying on personal agreements rather than extended family 

interventions. 

Table 3.2 Rural, Urban Population Changes (1986-2016) 

 Langarud Province of Gilan 

Year 
Rural  
Household Size 

Urban  
Household Size 

Rural  
Household Size 

Urban 
Household Size 

1986 5.12 4.60 - - 

1996  - 4.53 4.21 

2006 3.47 3.47 3.68 3.52 

2016 2.75 2.89 2.95 2.98 

Sources: Statistical Center of Iran, 1987, 1997, 2007, & 2017. Calculations: Author. 

Another dimension of Housewifization relates to its connection with perceived upward mobility, 

particularly among women from lower socio-ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘǎΦ !ǎ TǇŜƪ TƭƪƪŀǊŀŎŀƴ όнлмнύ 

observes in her research among rural women in Turkey, many express satisfactions with being 

άƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƘƻƳŜǎΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅτemulating the status of 

ƭƻǊŘǎΩ ǿƛǾŜǎΣ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƭŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǳǊōŀƴ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ-class womenτoffers a form of 

aspirational identity. This sentiment resonates with rural women in Iran, where identifying as a 

 
41 The size of the household, which increased for decades with the improvement of health and hygiene conditions, 
started decreasing about three decades ago in 1990s. 

https://www.amar.org.ir/english
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homemaker can serve as a way to bridge the urban-rural divide and distance oneself from the 

arduous labour of agriculture. For instance, in one of the families I met during my field work, the 

mother, an octogenarian, proudly identified herself as a barzegar or farmer. In contrast, her 

daughter, a woman in her 60s who had left school early to work on the family farm but now ran 

ŀ ƘƻƳŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŀƴŎŜ ǎǘƻǊŜΣ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜǿƛŦŜΦ CƻǊ ƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƘƻǳǎŜǿƛŦŜέ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ 

signified a departure from the hardships of agricultural work but also promised a sense of 

comfort and status. 

The class identity aspect of this phenomenon is particularly prominent. I recall an instance at my 

ǇŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ ŀƴ ŀƎŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ƻŦ LǊŀƴ ό{/Lύ ǾƛǎƛǘŜŘΦ 

Although my widowed grandmother, then around 70 years old, actively managed her kiwi 

orchard, introduced herself as a khane-dar (homemaker) and identified my married uncleτher 

youngest sonτas the head of the household. Initially, her response puzzled me, but upon 

reflection, I realized that being a female head of the household carried negative connotations for 

her, such as poverty or familial weakness. By presenting herself as a homemaker under a male 

ƘŜŀŘΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴǎƘƛǇΣ ǎƘŜ ŀƭƛƎƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

agricultural labour was unnecessary, symbolizing both stability and respectability for her. This 

preference for the identity of a homemaker, even when women are actively engaged in income-

generating activities, underscores the complex intersections of gender, class, and cultural ideals 

in shaping self-perception and public presentation. It also reveals how Housewifization operates 

as a cultural and ideological shift, reinforcing notions of upward mobility while marginalizing 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƭŀōƻǳǊΦ 

aȅ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀŘŘǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƭŀȅŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦ ¢ƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ 

grandfather, who had passed away ten years before that encounter, she had owned only a small 

Ǉƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ. Marrying 

into a slightly lower social class had further diminished her economic status.Yet her remarkable 

skills and agility as a farmer earned her a reputation in the village. She became known for her 

exceptional speed during harvests, making her highly sought after in the practice of labour 

exchange (a system of labour exchange I will discuss later). Over time, her circumstances 
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changed: her kiwi orchard became prosperous, her children moved out, and her financial 

ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜŘΣ ǎƻ ǎƘŜ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƭŀƴŘΦ .ȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ 

fictitious household, which included her married youngest son, as independent of her labour, she 

actively constructed a narrative that aligned her identity with middle-class respectability. This 

deliberate distancing from her earlier struggles reflects not only her changing socio-economic 

reality but also the cultural pressures to coƴŦƻǊƳ ǘƻ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǾŀƭǳŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

agricultural contributions. 

Her attitude towards her agricultural identity and relationship to the land contrasts sharply with 

Ƴȅ ƳŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎΦ aȅ ƳŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǿƘƻ ƎǊŜǿ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ-landowning 

family and lived under similar conditions after marriage, identified herself as a farmer until the 

ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎŎƻǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ 

the landτa theme mentioned in the previous chapter and revisited in the discussion of the back-

to-the-landers. As Shiva and Mies όнлмпύ ŀǊƎǳŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ōȅ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

one must suppress their own needs and desires, the relationship to the land becomes oppressive, 

ŘƛǎǘƻǊǘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ 

to the land, the connection is often more positive and integral to identity formation. Such 

individuals are not only more likely to value their relationship with the land but also to respect 

the non-human entities with whom they share that space, fostering mutuality rather than 

domination. 

In cases where the land symbolizes subjugationτreminders of oppressive landlords or 

exploitative mastersτpeople often distance themselves from it when given the opportunity. My 

ǇŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƴƛŀƭ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ǎǳppress painful 

memories reflect this dynamic. For her, reconstructing her identity as a homemaker and aligning 

it with urban middle-class ideals became a way to navigate and overcome the violent histories 

and traumas associated with her past relationship with the land. 

However, housewifization is reinforced on several levels with the help of men, both socially and 

institutionally. Shaditalab (1995) notes that statisticians often communicate primarily with male 

heads of households, who frequently introduce their wives as housewives to reinforce their own 
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identity as providers. This provider identity, central to masculine roles in patriarchal societies, is 

ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƻǿƴǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ƛǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ōȅ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ 

gender narratives, which assign men the responsibility for all household expenses, including 

those of their wives and children. Under Iranian Islamic law, women are entitled to monetary 

compensation for domestic tasks such as childcare and breastfeeding. This right, called Ojrat-ol-

mesl,42 in principle covers any household care labour and services that women provide. Although 

legally established, it was not widely known until recent decades. In many cases, compensation 

is set below market value and usually determined by the courts, sometimes formalized in 

prenuptial agreements among very religious families. Greater awareness has only spread in the 

last few decades with rising juridical literacy among women and the popularization of family 

court cases through television. Even so, Ojrat-ol-mesl is most often claimed in divorce 

proceedings, where its invocation remains stigmatized and signals conflict. 

Yet, the idealized notion of men as sole providers often clashes with the economic realities in 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ CǊŀƳƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ 

supplementary or inconsequential serves to uphold this fragile construction of masculinity, 

particularly in contexts where Islamic jurisprudence exerts significant influence. Closely tied to 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ƛǎ LǎƭŀƳΩǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ-ōŀǎŜŘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛŎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ƻŦ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ 

should align with that of her natal household. This further illustrates how gender and class 

ƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǇŜ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ 

While agrarian reforms and broader socio-ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

housewifization by weakening their ties to land and agriculture, land nevertheless remained a 

ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ōŀǊƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊΦ wŀȊŀǾƛΩǎ όмффпύ Ǉƻǎǘ-land reform research in Kerman 

ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ƭŀƴŘŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƳŜƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ 

of residence, were better able to resist displacement. Land ownership enabled them to remain 

in their natal villages and maintain vital social networks. Similar patterns have been documented 

across diverse regions, including India, Southeast Asia, and Latin America (Agarwal, 2016; Jacobs, 

2013; Deere et al., 2014), underscoring how land, even when symbolically devalued through 

 
42 Persian:   
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ƘƻǳǎŜǿƛŦƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭ 

systems. 

However, during the Green Revolution, land reforms in various contexts, including Iran, 

ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ ƭŀƴŘ-based security. The exclusion of women from land 

entitlement diminished their bargaining power and increased insecurity, particularly among 

elderly women. Over time, inheritance and marriage have provided women with some access to 

land, partially mitigating these disparities. Yet, the systemic exclusion of women from property 

ownership during pivotal reforms continues to reverberate in the persistent inequalities of 

bargaining power within families and communities. 

These inequalities become especially visible at moments of vulnerability, such as widowhood, 

ǿƘŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀǘ ǊƛǎƪΦ aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 

ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ōŀǊƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ōǳǘ ŀǊŜ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭly vital for women during 

widowhood in patrilocal societies. In Latin America and the Caribbean, common property regimes 

ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘŜ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜ ǳǇƻƴ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ όƻǊ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜύΣ 

providing a measure of economic stability (Deere et al., 2014). In contrast, Islamic inheritance 

law grants widows only one-ŜƛƎƘǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŜǎǘŀǘŜΣ 43 leaving many women in financial 

ƘŀǊŘǎƘƛǇΦ wŀȊŀǾƛΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǎƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ LǊŀƴ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭŜŦǘ ƭŀƴŘƭŜǎǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ ŘŜŀǘƘ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ƴŀƳŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƭƭΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿƛŘƻǿǎ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ǎŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

labour to meet basic needs. !ǎ wŀȊŀǾƛ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ άǘƘŜ ƳŜǊŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǿƛŘƻǿƘƻƻŘ ǊŜŘǳŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ Ƴƻǎǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ƴƻǘŀōƭȅ ōȅ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎέ 

(1993). 

In central urban areas, women often received their mehriyeh (a gift promised at marriage) from 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŀǘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ 

a degree of economic stability. However, in rural areas of northern Iran, mehriyeh amounts were 

generally lower, and widows frequently relinquished their rights to these assets to support their 

 
43 Lƴ {ƘƛŀΣ ǿƛǾŜǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ ƳƻǾŀōƭŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎΤ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ ƭŀǿ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ƛƴ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ 
2009 to one-ŜƛƎƘǘƘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŜǎǘŀǘŜǎΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴΣ ƴƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΣ 
before the amendment, wives woǳƭŘ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎΦ 
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ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘǎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ 

ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŘŜŜǇŜƴŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅΦ Lǘ 

heightened their vulnerability in old age, exposing them to economic exploitation and various 

forms of domestic violence.  

In the absence of comprehensive social support systems and amidst persistent imbalances of 

ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƎŜƴŘŜǊǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŜǎ ŀǘ 

specific points in their lives, such as widowhood, retirement, or disability. I observed that during 

ǊŜǘƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ ƛƴŎƻƳŜǎ ƻǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ŜǾŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ ƻƴ ƳŀƭŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎΦ {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅΣ 

including landlessness, patriarchal norms in village environments, and limited access to income-

generating opportunities. Women without land or with minimal holdings face significant 

challenges as they age and can no longer engage in paid labour due to physical limitations or 

social restrictions. 

In smaller, less urbanized villages, older women may still earn modest incomes by selling home 

products such as eggs, milk, or vegetables. However, in areas where such products are purchased 

ŦǊƻƳ ǎǳǇŜǊƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ƻƭŘ ŀƎŜ ƛǎ Ŏƭƻǎely tied to land ownership. 

Beyond financial dependency, women in these contexts often rely on male relatives to navigate 

administrative tasks, handle new technologies, or overcome linguistic barriers, such as limited 

proficiency in Persian. Sons and sons-in-law frequently step into these roles, further reinforcing 

gendered dependencies within patriarchal rural communities. 

One elderly widow I met, with limited physical mobility and little familiarity with administrative 

ǘŀǎƪǎΣ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ŀ ǇƻƛƎƴŀƴǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΥ άLŦ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƳŀƴΣ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΦέ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ƻǿƴƛƴƎ 

her residence and receiving a steady income from renting another unit, her words highlight the 

deep-seated reliance on male relatives that persists in many rural areas, even when women 

ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳΩǎ ǊŜƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ 

relations, many women were excluded from new agricultural and administrative spaces due to 

their lack of participation in programs designed to integrate farmers. However, with rising 

education levels among younger generations, some women are beginning to better navigate the 
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complex intersections of tradition, capitalism, and patriarchy in village life. For instance, some 

have opened small stores or launched ecotourism ventures with financial support from their 

familiesτa phenomenon I will examine further in the back-to-the-land chapter. 

Before the revolution, and particularly before the land reform, inheritance practices in northern 

Iran often followed primogeniture or semi-primogeniture systems. The homestead and its 

orchard were usually passed to the eldest son, who was formally recognized as responsible for 

agricultural activities, even though much of the daily labour was carried out by his wife and other 

female family members. Agricultural fields located further from the homestead were typically 

divided among the other sons after the fŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻƳƛƴŀƭƭȅ 

entitled to non-irrigated land, they were often compensated in cash to prevent land 

fragmentation. Today, inheritance practices have evolved. Widows often inherit the family home, 

while agricultural land is divided among the children, with sons often receiving a share twice that 

of daughters, in accordance with Islamic inheritance laws. This division, sometimes encouraged 

by the widowed mother herself, often leaves the mother with little or no land, rendering her 

financially dependent on her children. Despite these ongoing inequities, traditions have shifted 

over the seven decades since the onset of land reform. Both daughters and sons are increasingly 

participating in the care of elderly or widowed parents, reflecting a gradual transformation in 

familial roles and responsibilities. 

The gender division of labour, the nuclearization of families (a topic further explored in the next 

section), and evolving narratives on family dynamics have intensified the role of daughters in 

caring for elderly parents. As caregiving continues to be perceived as a feminine responsibility, 

and with most daughters-in-ƭŀǿ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǊŜǎƛŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎΣ 

daughters have assumed a larger share of this role. This shift can, in part, be understood as a 

feminist assertion of value; in places like the countryside of Langarud, where male or son 

preference has been historically persistent, caregiving provides daughters with a means of 

claiming significance. In such contexts, property laws often favour sons, securing their control 

over land and reinforcing their traditional responsibility for supporting parents. Yet as daughters 



 

155 
 

 

increasingly take on caregiving, their contributions have become more central to ensuring their 

ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǿŜƭƭ-being in old age. 

This shift in caregiving roles creates new gender and power dynamics within families. While sons 

may handle logistical tasks such as transportation or agricultural work, daughters now shoulder 

the majority of caregiving responsibilities for elderly parents. However, there are few, if any, 

appropriate mechanisms to compensate daughters for their expanded roles. This disparity has 

given rise to new tensions in Iranian society, particularly in rural areas. Daughters are often 

unhappy with the inequity of inheriting less property while bearing a larger share of caregiving 

responsibilities. This growing dissatisfaction underscores the evolving, yet still unequal, dynamics 

of gender and familial obligation in contemporary Iran. 

However, there is evidence that a sense of fairness in dividing property and inheritance is gaining 

traction over time. Given that Islamic law permits only one-third of an estate to be bequeathed, 

families are exploring alternative methods to equalize inheritance. For instance, the former male 

lord of Liseh Rud in Langarud ensured equal inheritance for his daughters and sons by issuing 

blank signed cheques to his daughters.  

Lƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ŀƎǊŜŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǾƛŘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ƛŦ 

the mother is still alive, preserving her financial independence and security. This was the case in 

Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴǘŀŎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ Ƴȅ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ 

!ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƛƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ 

independence through the practice of receiving their mehriyeh in addition to inheritance or 

notarizing high-value mehriyeh agreements. 

These evolving customs reflect an effort to create greater equity in property relations within the 

ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƛŘ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ Ŝǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ 

occur very slowly. Families, especially women, are innovating within the boundaries of sharia law 

to address these disparities. However, class continues to play a critical role in shaping access to 

such practices. Middle- and upper-class households, with greater legal knowledge and access to 
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resources, are more likely to adopt these strategies. Despite these challenges, the discourse 

around equality is growing more prominent, gradually permeating different social strata. 

As previously mentioned, Iranian land reform significantly altered the social stratification of rural 

areas, transforming a substantial proportion of peasant households into landowners. However, 

this raises the question of how these systemic changes impacted household income, the 

workload of villagersτparticularly womenτand their perceptions of quality of life. Numerous 

studies suggest that, while the average rural household income increased in the decades 

following land reform, the benefits were not distributed equally between men and women 

(Jacobs, 2013; Agarwal, 2016; Agarwal, 2002; Razavi, 1994). Policies such as tax reductions, 

access to government credit facilities, new financial opportunities, integration into market 

economies, and the shift from subsistence farming to cash cropping contributed to increased 

agricultural income for households (Jacobs, 2013). However, studies by Jacobs (2013) and 

Agarwal (1994) in Latin America and India reveal that agrarian reforms often resulted in women 

losing income due to diminished access to or control over raw materials and land, as well as the 

monopolization of cash-cropping opportunities by men. Training programs, credit, and marketing 

ŦƻǊ ƴŜǿ ŎǊƻǇǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǘ ƳŜƴΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜΣ which had been 

tailored to local markets, became less relevant in these new economic systems. 

Data from Iran similarly indicate an improvement in rural incomes following land reform. Table 

3.3 shows a 155 percent increase in Iranian rural per capita consumption over 15 years. Yet, the 

table does not account for regional variations or the distribution of income gains between 

genders. Studies by Razavi (1994) in Kerman, a dry central region, and Friedl (2004) in Boyer-

Ahmad, a mountainous area in southwestern Iran, reveal that family income increased after 

agrarian reforms, but the scope of income-generating opportunities for women narrowed. Both 

researchers argue that the rise in family income was not the result of higher earnings by both 

heads of the household but was primarily achieved through new revenue-generating 

opportunities that were predominantly offered to men (Friedl, 2004; Razavi, 1994). 

A closer examination of Table 3.3 reveals another key trend: the significant increase in both urban 

and rural consumption in the decade attributed to land reform. Services once performed 
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communally and mutuallyτsuch as tea picking and rice transplanting, traditionally organized 

through labour exchangeτbecame commodified as traditional cooperatives weakened. 

{ƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅΣ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƴŀǘǳrally 

elevated household and per capita rural expenses. Notably, the ratio between rural and urban 

consumption rose during this period of accelerated ǊǳǊŀƭ άŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ ŀƴŘ industrialization 

(1962-1972), climbing from 1.83 to 3.20τa 175% increase indicating a widening gap between 

urban and rural lifestyles. 

Table 3.3 Per Capita Urban and Rural Consumption (Rls current) 

Year Urban Rural Ratio of Urban to Rural44 

1962 17,501 9,567 1.83 

1967 19,733 10,477 1.88 

1972 36,792 11,488 3.20 

1977 121,987 24,388 5.00 

Sources: Moghadam, 1996, p. 207.  

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǊǳǊŀƭ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎΩ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ǎŜŜƳƛƴƎƭȅ ǊƻǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ 

broader concept of welfare remains distinct and context-dependent. Satisfaction, as argued by 

the subsistence approach, derives from meeting basic needs rather than merely increasing 

consumption. Moreover, the income disparity between urban and rural areas and between 

agricultural and industrial sectors ultimately fuels dissatisfaction with rural life and long-term 

migration from villages to cities. 

In addition to altering consumption patterns and household incomes, industrialization and 

ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ǊŜǎƘŀǇŜŘ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƭƻŀŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ŦƻǊ 

planting and harvestingτcommon even in areas dominated by petty land ownershipτand the 

emergence of labour regimes less dependent on child labour eroded traditional support 

 
44 The increasing income gap between urban and rural areas is demonstrated in this table. Non-agricultural, well-
paid jobs have encouraged many villagers to migrate to the cities. 
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mechanisms. Women, with the nuclearization of families, particularly in rural areas, lost access 

to communal childcare and labour-sharing networks. Consequently, they bore an increased 

burden of household chores, including childcare, especially as grade-school children were 

increasingly sent to school rather than remaining at home to help. While urban parents gained 

access to nursery care services, rural women had to allocate additional time to unpaid domestic 

work, exacerbating their already heavy workloads (Razavi, 1994; Razavi, 1993; Friedl, 2004). 

In villages like Moridan, however, these transformations occurred more gradually. With the 

expansion of public education, some families selectively kept older daughters at home to assist 

with housework while sending younger children to school. Many girls were withdrawn from 

school after completing primary education to support their families. This extensive 

parentification of elder daughters eventually created new forms of intergenerational tensions.  

This generation of Boomer daughters, now in their 60s and 70s, sacrificed their already limited 

opportunities for the sake of family stability. Yet, as their siblings pursued higher education, 

secured prestigious jobs, or entered advantageous marriages, these women were often left 

feeling marginalized. Their frustration is amplified by systemic inequities such as lower 

inheritance rights, which exacerbate both gender and generational tensions within families. I 

observed that some of these parentified daughtersτwomen who had assumed parental roles 

for their parents and siblings for decadesτbegan to challenge family dynamics as they entered 

middle age. In some cases, their decision to step back from these roles disrupted the foundation 

of the family, often leading to strained or even severed relationships between parents and 

children and among siblings. 

The shifting gender workloads and evolving routines of women following land reform are 

ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ wŀȊŀǾƛΩǎ όмффпύ ǎǘǳŘȅΦ {ƘŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ Ƙƻǿ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǎƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ 

regions experienced a dramatic increase45 in workloads due to the expansion of family farms and 

a growing emphasis on cash cropping, which led families to rely exclusively on household labour. 

However, this was not a universal experience. In regions where land reform included the 

 
45 Such as their Kenyan and Sri Lankan counterparts (Jacobs, 2013). 
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ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŀǎǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŘŜƴǘŀǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴƻƳŀŘƛŎ ǘǊƛōŜǎΣ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŦƻǊ 

women, were somewhat alleviated. For example, Boyer-Ahmadi women recall the nomadic past 

as a time of familial cooperation but also constant struggle. The abandonment of nomadic 

lifestyles, seasonal migrations, and the associated hardships brought these women relief and 

comfort (Friedl, 2004). 

In societies where access to quality food, particularly animal protein, was monopolized by men, 

women and children were disproportionately affected by anemia and malnutrition (Friedl, 2004, 

p. 226). Government interventions, such as distributing free food in schools, played a significant 

ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŀƭƭŜǾƛŀǘƛƴƎ ƳŀƭƴǳǘǊƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƳƻƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

nutritional health. Over time, educational programs began to challenge gender discrimination at 

the family level, fostering gradual shifts in societal norms. The decreasing reliance on land for 

family livelihoods weakened patrilocal traditions and reduced gender preferences, further 

contributing to these transformations.  

The standard of living is one of the most debated aspects of land reform. Jacobs (2013) contends 

that, even when research points to rising gender and class inequalities, rural living standards 

overall often improve. Enhanced standards of living are typically linked to increased revenues 

alongside broader socio-economic reforms. In Iran, similar to India, Libya, and Ethiopia, land 

reform initiatives were accompanied by social programs aimed at improving health and nutrition, 

particularly for mothers and children. The White Revolution, a sweeping reform agenda that 

included land redistribution, played a significant role in elevating rural living standards by 

expanding access to health facilities, nutritional support, and free education (Esfahani & Pesaran, 

2009). It also created new blue-collar jobs for men (Friedl, 2004), while greater educational access 

enabled the next generation of rural women to enter the workforce, especially in non-agricultural 

sectors, thereby boosting household incomes. 

However, improvements in living standards did not always translate into greater satisfaction for 

women. /ƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǊǳǊŀƭ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘ !ǎƛŀ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ 

standards often coincided with increased domestic workloads, partly due to the disappearance 

of cooperative networks that had previously supported them (Jacobs, 2013). This period, shaped 
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by processes of housewifization, also saw many economic activities reclassified as domestic work, 

further diminishing their perceived value. The decline of cooperative work environmentsτ

particularly those where women of equal class and hierarchical status collabouratedτhad a 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ 

9Ǌƛƪ CǊƛŜŘƭΩǎ όнллпύ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ .ƻȅŜǊ-Ahmadi women in southwestern Iran highlights their mixed 

feelings about development. The industrialization of fabric production, which displaced 

traditional skills like carpet and fabric making, made their livelihoods increasingly dependent on 

resources provided by spouses, fathers, or the government. In a society where subsistence work 

is undervalued, the housekeeping duties of formerly nomadic women diminished their 

satisfaction with daily life. Many expressed dissatisfaction that their routines no longer produced 

lasting, tangible products such as tapestry-woven textiles and carpets, known as Kilim46 and 

Jajim.47 However, they acknowledged that sedentarization reduced some of their hardships. The 

labour-intensive aspects of nomadic life, such as sourcing fuel and biomass, were replaced by 

reliance on men and the government for energy. The spread of technology and the transition to 

sedentary living significantly lightened their workload, easing the physical demands of their 

former transhumant existence (Friedl, 2004, pp. 224ς226). This perspective underscores the 

complex trade-offs faced by women in the wake of land reforms and modernization, balancing 

the reduction of physical hardships with the erosion of traditional skills and economic autonomy. 

оΦпΦмΦ  bǳŎƭŜŀǊƛȊŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ  

Through land reforms, alongside improvements in living standards and transformations in 

production relations, kinship systems have also undergone significant changes. Agrarian reforms 

and the privatization of landownership have tended to intensify intra-household relations. Over 

time, families have transitioned toward nuclear, more socially and economically independent 

ǳƴƛǘǎΦ {ǇƻǳǎŜǎΩ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ŎŀǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘΦ 

For instance, the sedentarization of nomadic households and the distribution of rangelands in 

 
46 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kilim 
47 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jajim 
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Iran physically separated tribal families, ultimately fostering a greater reliance on spousal labour 

rather than communal support networks (Jacobs, 2013; Friedl, 2004; Bergstedt, 2016). 

Despite certain disadvantages, such as increased burdens on women and the privatization of 

domestic work, the nuclear family system has offered emancipatory potential to women. In 

patrilocal and patrilineal societies, the decline of extended family authority through agrarian 

ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ Ƙŀǎ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛǾŜǎΩ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΦ tǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ-in-law 

were treated as semi-members of extended families after marriage and had to earn their place 

through labour, childbearing, and childcare. They would only gain a prominent position after the 

death of the mother-in-law. However, within nuclear households, women occupy this central 

position from the start. Similar to other patrilocal societies, such as Vietnam, where women 

prefer to live in smaller houses with their husbands (Gameltoft, 1999, as cited in Jacobs, 2013), 

Iranian women report feeling more cared for and respected by their husbands after moving out 

ƻŦ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎ όCǊƛŜŘƭΣ нллпύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛng reliance 

on their wives. In extended families, the mother, sisters, and sisters-in-law shared subsistence 

responsibilities. In nuclear households, the wife often becomes the sole or primary contributor 

to these tasks, particularly before children grow old enough to assist, though this responsibility 

has diminished with the prioritization of education. 

The nuclear household thus presents a double-edged dynamic for women. On one hand, 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎǇƻǳǎŜǎ ŘŜŜǇŜƴǎ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōƻƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŦŜΩǎ 

ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ƴǳŎƭŜŀǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘǎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ Ƴobility, 

ƘŜƛƎƘǘŜƴǎ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊƻǿǎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making power, particularly in 

economic matters (Benét et al., 1995; Jacobs, 2013). These dynamics may gradually shift as 

gender narratives evolve, modestly rebalancing certain aspects of household power. Emotional 

dependence intensifies further as the friendship and social circles of both spouses narrow, 

leaving them more mutually dependent. In societies with multiple layers of gender boundaries 

and taboos between men and women, this dependence can create isolation, since neither 

partner feels fully able to share all their concerns. For women especially, whose issues are often 

dismissed as insignificant in patriarchal contexts like Iran, the imbalance magnifies emotional 

frustration and the sense of unacknowledged burden. 
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The nuclearization of families coincided with the housewifization process and further restrictions 

ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ LǊŀƴƛŀƴ ŀƎǊŀǊƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎΦ wŀȊŀǾƛ όмффпύ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǎƻǳǘƘŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ 

LǊŀƴΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳΣ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ the prevailing ideology of the 

άǇǊƻǇŜǊ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ-Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǿƻƳŀƴΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻ-gender segregation policies of the post-revolutionary 

regime later intensified this restriction. While these mobility restrictions were intended to 

ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǇǊoven unsustainable over time. Increasing access to 

education and the growing prevalence of higher education among women have opened new 

spaces for female villagers to navigate, particularly unmarried ones. 

Lƴ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ aƻǊƛŘŀƴΣ [ƛǎŜƘ wǳŘΣ YƻƳƭŜƘΣ ŀƴŘ hǘŀǉǾŀǊΣ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

spaces remains limited, usually occurring with family accompaniment. However, access to urban 

centers has become easier, offering new opportunities for leisure, education, and dating. While 

ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ƛƴǘŜƴǎŜ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊτǿƘŜǊŜ άǘƻƻ 

ƳǳŎƘέ ŦǊŜŜ ǘƛƳŜ Ŏŀƴ Ŏŀǎǘ Řƻǳōǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘΣ ǘƻ ŀ ƭŜǎǎŜǊ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜτit is 

more socially acceptable for women to visit cities with friends for shopping or school-related 

activities. Urban commuting provides them with unsupervised spaces for new experiences. 

Moreover, the penetration of the Internet into Iranian villages over recent decades has 

introduced a form of virtual mobility that is far harder to regulate than physical movement. This 

digital access enables younger generations to engage in experiences and interactions akin to their 

international peers, further reshaping traditional gender norms and social expectations in rural 

communities. 

оΦрΦ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ 

As noted earlier, the land reforms of the 1960s and 1970s, through their allocation of credits, 

productivity rights (such as rights to agricultural output and recognition as producers), and 

androcentric land ownership policies, significantly altered gender dynamics in rural Iran. These 

ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎΣ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ ōȅ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜǎΣ 

systematically masculinized agricultural labour and transformed gender relations in villages of 

northern Iran. Before these reforms, women constituted the majority of the rural labour force, 
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engaging in both subsistence and market-oriented agricultural activities. However, the land 

reform policies, in promoting cash cropping and mechanization, shifted the focus of agricultural 

productivity toward men and diminished the visibility and value of ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

This section specifically examines the systemic changes in agricultural organizations and the 

evolving gender division of labour. It also considers how these changes intersected with class 

dynamics in Gilan and Mazandaran, reflecting broader national patterns. By examining these 

ƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎΩ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǊŜǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǊǳǊŀƭ 

livelihoods and the socio-economic organizations of northern Iran. 

оΦрΦмΦ ¢ǊŀŘƛǝƻƴŀƭ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǝǾŜǎ 

Before the land reform, boneh and vareh were the most common agricultural and husbandry 

cooperatives throughout Iran, forming the backbone of traditional agricultural systems. Boneh 

cooperatives were significant organizational units. As Hooglund (1982) explains, boneh referred 

to a peasant work team tasked with cultivating designated plots of land. Early studies linked their 

formation to regional environmental conditions, particularly precipitation levels. For example, 

Safinezhad (1966) observed their prevalence in the arid and semi-arid eastern and southeastern 

regions, where the qanat system of irrigation necessitated collective water management. Later 

research in the 1980s, however, revealed that boneh cooperatives were not confined to arid 

regions and remnants of these systems were found across Iran (Appendix D). As Farhadi (1993) 

estimates by 1941, boneh cooperatives were integral to the livelihoods of over five million 

Iranians, roughly one-third of the population at the time. 

What stood out to me here is that, although early research identified boneh as specific to low-

rainfall areas and documented the differences in rainfall and modes of production across Iran, 

these distinctions did not result in a tailored approach to land redistribution during the land 

reforms in the high-rainfall Caspian regions, where women contributed the majority of 

agricultural labour. 
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Before the land reform, nasaq served as a form of social protection within an exploitative system, 

ensuring peasants a minimum livelihood under feudal conditions. While scholars like Hooglund 

(1982), Najmabadi (1987), and Majd (1987) emphasize the widespread prevalence of nasaq 

ŀŎǊƻǎǎ LǊŀƴΣ [ŀƳōǘƻƴΩǎ όмфсфύ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ Lƴ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ YƘƻǊŀǎŀƴΣ 

Kerman, Fars, Azerbaijan, and Kurdistan, agricultural holdings were periodically redistributed to 

avoid permanent cultivation rights.48 Lƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ƭŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ 

job security, challenging the hierarchical landlordism that had previously governed rural life. 

Despite their central role in Iranian agriculture, comprehensive studies on traditional 

cooperatives were conspicuously absent before the land reform (Farhadi, 1993).49 The 

privatization of communal land and the forced membership in state-established bureaucratic 

cooperatives during and after the reforms led to the disintegration of these ancient agricultural 

systems (Farhadi, 1993; Moghadam, 1996). Farhadi argues that the erosion of boneh 

cooperatives began even before land reform, as capitalist economic forces and market relations 

penetrated rural areas. However, the rapid implementation of development plans and the 

establishment of bureaucratic cooperatives accelerated their collapse. 

As mentioned before, membership in boneh cooperatives was traditionally based on cultivation 

rights, known as nasaq, which were typically passed patrilineally (Razavi, 1994; Afshar, 1985). As 

a deeply rooted system, nasaq governed the allocation of cultivated and fallow land within a 

village. These allocations were determined based on the size of plots, the availability of water 

(via qanats, rivers, or wells), and the resources available, such as oxen or labour. 

Women were generally excluded from water councils, especially in arid and semi-arid regions, 

which posed significant challenges for female cultivators and landowners. They often had to rely 

on male family members to represent them in these councils, undermining their autonomy in 

managing water and irrigation systems. In some cases, women were even pressured to forgo 

their water rights entirely (Razavi, 1994, p. 601). As mentioned previously, the dynamics of water 

rights were more complex in central Iran, where additional social and institutional factors shaped 

 
48 Equalizing the shares was the other reason. 
49 [ŀƳōǘƻƴΩǎ (1969) study on Iranian agriculture was published after the beginning of land reform. 
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ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƛǊǊƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

protection at the time of marriage. 

In northern Iran, where water was more abundant and fewer institutional barriers restricted their 

access, women faced fewer challenges in claiming their water rights. However, this did not 

equate to equitable inheritance practices. The inheritance of irrigated land in the region was 

predominantly reserved for men. Even in areas where water access was less contested, men 

ƻŦǘŜƴ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ƛǊǊƛƎŀǘŜŘ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǳƴƛǘǎ ōȅ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ 

rights, reflecting a broader pattern of gendered inequality in land and water allocation. 

Through land reform, almost all agricultural plots eligible for redistribution, both irrigated and 

unirrigated, were allocated to men, even though much of the labour on these lands had 

traditionally been provided by women. Over time, however, several factors began to ease the 

restrictions on womenΩs inheritance and ownership of irrigated land, which had previously been 

largely inaccessible to them:  

1. Expansion of Irrigation Permissions: During the post-revolution period, especially in the 

ŎƘŀƻǘƛŎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŜǊ άƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣέ Ƴŀƴȅ ǳƴƛǊǊƛƎŀǘŜŘ Ǉƭƻǘǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƛǊǊƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ 

permissions. This development reduced the economic importance of traditional irrigation 

rights and, in the long run, led to over-extraction of underground aquifers, necessitating 

deeper wells. 

2. Economic Shifts in Rice Cultivation: In northern Iran, where rice had been a staple cash 

crop for centuries, the economic value of rice diminished due to massive imports from 

the U.S. and Southeast Asia. As rice farming became less profitable, control over irrigated 

land lost some of its significance. 

3. Cultural and Legal Shifts: With rising literacy rates and increased familiarity with Islamic 

and official inheritance laws, formal legal structures gained precedence over customary 

practices. I believe this shift can also be interpreted as the cultural infƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ 

central regions on the north, as the dominant mode of production reshaped local norms.  
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In most parts of Iran, agrarian organizations were male-dominated. However, in the northern 

provinces, particularly in Gilan, some female agricultural cooperatives existed. Among them, 

transplanting cooperatives persisted despite changes in ownership relations and government 

prioritization of bureaucratic state-run cooperatives, which I will discuss in the next section. Also, 

in the neighbouring province of Mazandaran, male cultivation-ǊƛƎƘǘ ƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΩ ǿƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ 

informal groups that established strong socio-economic ties among villagers (Farhadi, 2007; 

Farhadi, 1993). Contemporary studies in some Mazandaran villages reveal that the last surviving 

generation of these rural cooperatives consists of middle-aged farmers who continue to share 

and exchange labour and subsistence knowledge. However, these collective practices have 

struggled to endure amid rapid socio-economic changes, and as noted, cultural links to younger 

generations have eroded. The declining participation of young women may be attributed to the 

ƭƻǿŜǊ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇǊƻŦƛǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ 

in agriculture (S. Hosseini, personal communication, 2019). 

In addition to male-dominated bonehs, varehsτfemale-run cooperativesτwere widespread 

among nomads, villagers, and small-town dwellers. Farhadi (2007) defines varehs as traditional 

cooperatives designed to optimize dairy production within subsistence and semi-subsistence 

husbandry systems. Members lent milk to one another, allowing time for other chores, and later 

reclaimed their loaned milk for processing (Farhadi, 2007; Feizabadi et al., 2023; Rasekhi et al., 

2023). The sedentarization of nomadic tribes, privatization of pastures, and displacement of 

families significantly disrupted these systems. Simultaneously, the development of the national 

dairy industry in the 1960s and a decline in dairy prices made traditional pastoralist practices less 

economically viable (Moghadam, 1996). 

Farhadi (2007) estimates that in 1956, approximately 400,000 small pastoralist cooperatives, 

involving around two million members, existed across the country. Given the average household 

size, this suggests that 10 million villagers and nomads directly benefited from varehs in the mid-

1950s. These cooperatives were integral to the socio-economic fabric of rural Iran, yet they 

largely disintegrated under the pressures of modernization and industrialization, leaving a 

profound impact on the livelihoods and agency of rural women. 
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 {ǳǊǾƛǾƛƴƎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƭŀƴǘŀǝƻƴ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǝǾŜǎ 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪΣ L ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

work and the limitations imposed on their roles, transplantation cooperatives have managed to 

survive as one of the few traditional agricultural organizations. In Langarud County, Gilan, these 

groups typically consist of around ten women, though some can include as many as 15. However, 

in 2020, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many younger women with small children chose not to 

participate in these cooperatives, reducing group sizes to about five members each (Figure 3.9). 

The women involved in these cooperatives are usually between the ages of 30 and 60, most of 

whom are married or having been married at least once. In earlier years, girls began transplanting 

at a much younger age. Azam, the head and coordinator of one group I spent time with, began 

transplanting when she was between 10 and 15 years old. Azam and her assistant organize the 

ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƭŀƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŜŘƛƴƎ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 

cooperative primarily works on rice paddies owned by the women themselves or their husbands. 

Azam and her assistant coordinate with members to allocate the required number of workers for 

each paddy and arrange the order in which they will be worked on, starting with their own 

ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀǎǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ 

Historically, transplanter groups mainly operated for their own members, exchanging labour in 

practice called qarz dadanΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ άƭŜƴŘƛƴƎέ ƻǊ άƭƻŀƴƛƴƎέ ƭŀōƻǳǊΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘ 

allowed fellow farmers to collectively support one another during transplanting and other labour-

intensive agricultural tasks. However, after the land reform, significant changes occurred. The 

abolition of landlordism and the division of land among the heirs of the first beneficiaries 

increased the number of landowning households. At the same time, fewer women participated 

in transplantation due to cultural shifts, out-ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƻǊ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ 

the local transplanting culture. These changes led transplantation cooperatives to adapt. They 

began selling their labour to households without female transplanters in addition to continuing 

their traditional labour exchange practices. This evolution highlights how traditional forms of 

cooperative labour have been reshaped in response to socio-economic and cultural changes, 
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allowing transplantation cooperatives to remain an integral part of agricultural life in northern 

Iran. 

 

Figure 3.9 A Transplanting Cooperative in Lanagrud County 

During my conversations, Baaji, an 80-year-old retired farmer whose primary income comes from 

ǊŜƴǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǊŜƳƛƴƛǎŎŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘŜŀ ǇƛŎƪƛƴƎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

revolution. In those days, women borrowed labour from one another, compensating any 

imbalances at the end of the season. However, the introduction of tea plucking shears and the 

authorization to pick the top five leaves (instead of two, which required hand-picking) shifted this 

dynamic (Figure 3.15). The mechanization of tea picking made it less labour-intensive, and men 

ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΣ ǇǳǎƘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƻǳǘΦ hǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǘŜŀ-picking cooperatives 

disappeared entirely. 

A similar process of exclusion has occurred in rice transplanting and harvesting, primarily due to 

mechanization. Machines like transplanters and combine harvesters, almost exclusively operated 

by men, have masculinized these agricultural practices. Rice harvesting, in particular, has become 

predominantly male-dominated. However, specific, mainly topographical challenges, such as the 

small size and uneven depth of some agricultural plots, limit the efficiency of transplanter 

machines. Similarly, the low precision of machines, especially on the edges of fields, reduces their 
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overall productivity. Combine harvesters, which operate on dry ground, are more precise and 

require less labour for collecting leftover crops, further advancing mechanization. 

Interestingly, the persistence of these limitations, particularly in transplantation, has allowed 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ ŀ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ aŀƴȅ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ǎƪƛƭƭŜŘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ 

over machines for transplanting tasks, as cooperatives deliver higher precision, believing to result 

ƛƴ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŎǊƻǇǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŘŜŎƭƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ 

especially in the challenging and muddy conditions of transplanting, may soon leave machines as 

the only viable option. I suspect that, to maximize the utility of these machines and enhance 

productivity, some farmers might begin consolidating their lands. Yet, this prospect is 

complicated by the long-standing tensions among villagers over land boundaries. Small-scale land 

grabbing remains common, presenting a significant obstacle to collaborative efforts in land 

consolidation. 

I also found that the cultural and class distinctions between tea picking and working in rice fields 

significantly shape the roles of women in these activities, as well as the age at which they begin. 

Traditionally, women and girls started tea picking at a younger age, whereas transplantation 

became a task primarily undertaken by married women in recent decades. Masoumeh, a female 

ǘǊŀƴǎǇƭŀƴǘŜǊ L ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘΣ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΥ άL ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƭŀƴǘƛƴƎ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ мр ȅŜŀǊǎ 

old. But when I was 8 or 9 years old, I joined tea-picking groups for the first time. At that time, 

they paid me four tomans a day. Adult women were paid up to eight tomans and men ten 

ǘƻƳŀƴǎΦέ !ƭƛΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƭŜ ƻǿƴŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀŘŘȅ ŦƛŜƭŘǎ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƻƴΣ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƻƴ aŀǎƻǳƳŜƘΩǎ 

ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΥ ά¢Ŝŀ ǇƛŎƪƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΤ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ƎƛǊƭǎ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƛǘ ŀǘ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀƎŜΦέ IŜ 

explained that tea picking demands less physical endurance, and the firm ground enables 

workers to take occasional breaks. In contrast, working in rice fields requires children to reach a 

certain height to navigate the muddy terrain effectively, making it significantly more challenging 

for younger workers. 

Through further research, I found that the dynamics of tea picking and rice transplantation are 

more complex than they initially appeared. Tea picking, for instance, enjoys a higher social 

prestige compared to rice transplantation. Today, the tea-picking field is largely dominated by 
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men. This shift has added desirability to the occupation within a patriarchal system that devalues 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƛƎƴǎ ƭƻǿŜǊ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǊƻƭŜǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜΦ 

Notably, if you ask Iranians outside Gilan province to envision tea picking, many might only 

describe women in colourful traditional costumes. While this image likely reflects a historical 

reality, it persists today primarily through its reproduction for tourism and marketing purposes 

(Figure 3.10). 

In the past, unlike tea plantations, which were primarily managed by smallholder farmers who 

had reclaimed sections of the forest for cultivation, rice fields were predominantly owned by 

lords. This historical distinction helps explain the negative perception of rice cultivation as tied to 

peasantry, a stigma that remains vivid in the region. Many middle-aged and older individuals in 

the area continue to identify themselves in relation to their ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎΩ former lords, reinforcing this 

association. As a result, families often seek to distance their unmarried daughters from rice 

cultivation, viewing such involvement as potentially damaging to their social standing and 

marriage prospects. For many families, keeping daughters away from activities associated with 

lower social status, like rice transplantation, ǎƛƎƴŀƭǎ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎΩ 

labour and confirmation of their elevated social position. Consequently, unmarried women and 

girls tend to avoid rice fields, with women typically stepping into such roles only after marriage. 

The material and symbolic conditions of rice work further entrench this stigma. Historically, 

societal perceptions have associated the cleanliness of the work environment with social class 

(Cortesi, 2018, p. 623; Douglas, 2016). The dirt and physical toil inherent in rice cultivation may 

compromise the social status of those involved. Rice transplantation involves intense physical 

hardship that contributes to its lower social standing. Farmers endure muddy fields, lack of shade, 

and no opportunity to sit or rest, leaving their clothes and bodies covered in sludge. 

Rice cultivation also carries lingering associations with feudalism: during the era of landlordism, 

most rice fields belonged to landowners and lords. The immobility of peasants within the paddy 

fields continues to evoke memories of a time when their agricultural agency was tightly 

constrained by the whims of landowners. 
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Figure 3.10 Tea-Picker in Colourful Costumes50 

 
50  Retrieved from https://jamejamonline.ir/fa/news/675088/%DA%86%D8%A7%DB%8C-%D8%A7%D8%B2-
%DA%86%DB%8C%D8%AF%D9%86-%D8%AA%D8%A7-%DA%86%D8%B4%DB%8C%D8%AF%D9%86-
%7C%D9%85%D8%AC%D9%85%D9%88%D8%B9%D9%87-%D8%B9%DA%A9%D8%B3%7C 
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The stigma surrounding rice cultivation manifests in different ways, including expressions of 

affection and respect. One local resident whose wife did not work in paddy fields shared that 

men who loved their wives deeply did not want them to take on such gruelling tasks, opting 

instead to hire wage labourers. This perspective led me to question why the same logic did not 

seem to apply to male labour. I wondered if women did not love their husbands, who were left 

to bear the burden of the hard and dirty work of land preparation. 

Historically, rice also carried regional and class-specific connotations, particularly before its prices 

declined due to increased imports of foreign rice in the 1970sτa trend that peaked during the 

Iraq-Iran ²ŀǊΩǎ CƻƻŘ {ǘŀƳǇ tǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфулǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŦƻǊƳ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ 

2000s. Outside the northern Caspian regions, rice was primarily a luxury consumed by the nobility 

or reserved for special occasions and feasts (Vadiea, 2017; Kurtzig, 1974). For example, the 

Persian expression ƭŜōņǎ-e polokhoriτƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ άŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƻƪŜŘ ǊƛŎŜέτalludes to the 

ŜƭŜƎŀƴǘ ŀǘǘƛǊŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǊƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǎŜǊǾŜŘΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ƛƴ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŀƴΩǎ 

humid regions, rice was a staple food for most of society. Low-yield aromatic varieties like Tarem 

and Sadri were consumed by wealthier families, predominantly landowners, while high-yield, less 

expensive types, or even half-grains, were staples for less prosperous households. As rice became 

a dietary staple across Iran, this class-based differentiation in rice varieties extended to other 

regions, embedding itself in cultural perceptions. 

Spending an agricultural season in Gilan province led me to reflect on my earlier observations in 

Ƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ƛƴ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎΣ 

transplantation practices differ significantly between the two provinces. In Gilan, transplantation 

is predominantly carried out by middle-aged married women, often organized through 

ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ǊƛŎŜ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ƳŜƴΣ 

women, and even children and adolescents, a practice notably missing in Gilan. These differences 

Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎΩ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ŦŜǳŘŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ Lƴ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴΣ ǎƳŀƭƭƘƻƭŘŜǊ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ 

was more prevalent even during the era of landlordism, reducing the historical stigma 

surrounding rice transplantation. Unlike Gilan, where transplantation remains deeply tied to 

ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
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employment of seasonal, low-cost migrant workers. These workers, who often lack the deep 

cultural and historical ties to rice cultivation found in Gilan, contribute to a transplantation 

culture that is less influenced by the social and traditional connotatƛƻƴǎ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƛƴ DƛƭŀƴΩǎ ƻǊŀƭ 

history. 

When I first began exploring local agricultural practices in Gilan, I asked several people about who 

typically participated in transplantationτmen, women, or children. Their responses often 

contrasted Gilan with Mazandaran, emphasizing distinctions: ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

ƳŜƴ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƭŀƴǘΤ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ DƛƭŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƭŀƴǘ ƘŜǊŜΦέ Even during a lunch with a group of 

transplanters, when they learned that my family was from Mazandaran, they asked if it was true 

that men dominated transplantation there. My response was always similar: while men did 

participate in transplantation in Mazandaran, women historically performed most of this work. 

Over time, the share of men has gradually increased, but in our county, women still constituted 

the majority of transplanters. Their reaction was often one of surprise, as many in Gilan held a 

counter-identity view of Mazandaran, imagining it as a place where transplantation was 

exclusively or predominantly performed by men. 

In Langarud County, where I resided, male farmers lacked the traditional cooperatives that 

female transplanters relied upon. Instead, men were more engaged with modern cooperatives 

affiliated with the Ministry of Agriculture-Jihad. They actively participated in ministry-run training 

programs and served as the primary buyers and direct customers of government-provided 

pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers. Comparing Gilan and Mazandaran, I noticed that the strong 

presence of women-led cooperatives in Gilan had preserved transplantation as a predominantly 

female domain. However, this rigidity in gender roles also seemed to limit flexibility in the system. 

Strict definitions of femininity and masculinity in agricultural activities restricted space for 

alternative discourses and imaginaries of gender to develop. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŦƭŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ /ŀǎǇƛŀƴ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƭƻǿ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŘƛǎǇŀǊƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǇƻǎŜǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ 

for the emergence of counter-discourses that resist gender inequalities in agriculture. The 

solidification of traditional roles may inadvertently hinder the possibility of achieving an 

equitable division of labour. By reinforcing fixed roles, it may inadvertently limit pathways toward 
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a more equitable division of labour. In the sections that follow, I will investigate how the class 

system evolved during agrarian reforms and how these changes were reflected in the gendered 

experiences of agricultural workers in the Caspian region. 

оΦрΦнΦ /ƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ 

The Iranian land reform fostered the development of a middle-class peasantry and the 

prevalence of petty landlordism. While the emergence of a middle-class peasantry is often 

associated with improved efficiency and productivity, it also reinforces control over female 

labour. ¢ƘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŦƻǊΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ōȅ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ (Jacobs, 

2013). In large landowning families, women often have access to independent income sources, 

primarily derived from renting property that is typically inherited or acquired through marriage 

as mehriyeh (Karami & Rahmanian, 2017). Women from landless or less affluent families 

frequently sell their labour for wages, gaining a degree of financial independence. Among these 

ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǿŀǎ Ƴƻǎǘ indispensable in smallholder families striving to maintain their 

Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

work. By contrast, in middle-class families, fears of being perceived as lower class often 

discƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƭŀōƻǳǊ (Razavi, 1993, 1994). 

WŀŎƻōǎ όнлмоύ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƭŀƴŘŜŘ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

public field labour is often stigmatized as dishonourable. Razavi (1994, 1993) and Hosseini (2019)  

similarly note that middle- and upper-middle-class women face social stigma for participating in 

agricultural work, with unmarried women experiencing the greatest societal judgment, as their 

involvement in the fields is seen as indicative of familial poverty. In regions like Kerman, where 

social and religious norms ŀǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǊƛƎƛŘΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

spaces can even raise questions about their decency and chastity. 

During my fieldwork, I observed these dynamics firsthand. While assisting the female founder of 

Dasbagh eco-farm, we encountered a middle-class woman from Liseh Rud village who expressed 

ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǿƻǊƪΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƘŜǊ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ-class urban 

background. The woman asked why they did not hire labourers instead. She eventually 
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ŎƻƴŦŜǎǎŜŘΣ ά²Ŝ ƘƛǊŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ώǿƻƳŜƴϐ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŀǎǎƛǎǘΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘŜŀ ǇƛŎƪƛƴƎΤ 

ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎƳŀƭƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ώǎŜŀǎƻƴŀƭϐ 

ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦέ Her words encapsulate the tension between maintaining middle-class social standing 

ŀƴŘ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘŀǘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ  

As previously discussed, research by Razavi (1993, 1994) and Friedl (2004) confirms that among 

ǿŜŀƭǘƘƛŜǊ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ LǊŀƴΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜǾŀƭǳŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ōȅ ƘƛǊŜŘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΦ 

This shift is exacerbated by pervasive narratives that frame agriculture as backward and by the 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎŜǿƛŦƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǊƻƭŜǎΦ 

IƻǎǎŜƛƴƛΩǎ ŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪ όнлмфύ ƛƴ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ aŀȊŀƴŘŀǊŀƴ ŀƴŘ DƻƭŜǎǘŀƴ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

current mothers in petty-landlord families represent the last generation with knowledge of 

agricultural techniques. Many of these women have consciously chosen for their daughters to 

avoid following in their footsteps (S. Hosseini, personal communication, 2019). 

My observations resonated with this pattern but also revealed rare counterexamples. I met a 50- 

to 60-year-old woman, a proud member of a rice transplantation cooperative, who saw dignity 

rather than humiliation in her agricultural work. Masoumeh told me, άaȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ 

ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦέ {ƘŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ƪƴƻǿǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ 

transplant and weed rice, harvest tea, and has been growing her own vegetables since marriage. 

For Masoumeh, agricultural labour was central to her sense of self, and she deliberately passed 

this pride to her childrenτan increasingly rare phenomenon in post-land reform generations. 

!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƭŀƴǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ άLǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǿƻǊƪΦ L 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ Ƴȅ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŦŦΦ L ŦŜŜƭ Ǝǳƛƭǘȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΤ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŀƴŘǎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŘƛǊǘȅΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎǎǘanding association between the 

difficulty or cleanliness of work and social stratification. For many women, avoiding physically 

ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ǿƛǎƛōƭȅ άŘƛǊǘȅέ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǘƻ ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

standing and improve their daughǘŜǊǎΩ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎΦ .ȅ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǳŎƘ 

labour, they aspire to project an image of upward mobility. 
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Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƳŜƳōŜǊΣ aŀǎƻǳƳŜƘ ƎǊǳƳōƭŜŘΣ ά[ŀŘƛŜǎ ƴƻǿŀŘŀȅǎ ƭƻƻƪ Řƻǿƴ ƻƴ 

agriculture (snoot) and do not bring their children to the field. But if you go to Amlash,51 ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ 

ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦέ Her comment points to regional variations: in more remote areas like Amlash, where 

alternatives are limited and social capital remains tied to agriculture, interest in farming persists. 

By contrast, in more populous areas, younger generations often have access to education and 

diverse jobs, allowing them to opt out of farming and view it as a last resort rather than a valued 

livelihood. The interplay of class, regional differences, and generational shifts underscores the 

complexities of agricultural identity and labour in contemporary Iran. 

The dominant narratives that associate agriculture with inferiorityτwhether due to financial and 

physical hardships or its symbolic links to peasantry and landlordismτleave little room for 

individuals to take pride in agricultural work. Masoumeh, the cooperative member, embodies a 

self-respect rooted in her agricultural identity, but these views are increasingly marginalized in 

traditional village settings. Her defensiveness about continuing in agriculture, especially when 

contrasted with other women encouraging their children to leave the sector, underscores how 

unusual her stance has become. She represents a counter-narrative to the prevailing stigma 

against agricultural work. Yet, the increasing dominance of narratives that devalue such work 

leaves her frustrated and disheartened. This generational distancing from agriculture contrasts 

with the new back-to-the-land networks, which selectively reclaim peasant identitiesτa theme 

I explore in the following chapter. 

оΦрΦоΦ DŜƴŘŜǊ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊ 

Following the agrarian reforms, the gender division of labour in the Caspian agricultural regions 

of Iran faced significant transformations. This shift was largely driven by gender-oriented 

education and the allocation of credits and technology predominantly to men. Globally, 

technological advancements in agriculture frequently reshape the gender composition of the 

workforce. Often, these tools and technologies are designed primarily for male users, which 

reinforces gendered experiences and continues the cycle of change with a strong gender bias. 

 
51 Amlash is a city less than 10 km from Moridan village, where this conversation happened. 
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Farzana Afridi et al. (2023), for example, found that agricultural mechanization in India 

disproportionately reduced female labour; a 10% increase in mechanization was associated with 

a 5% decrease in female agricultural labour without a corresponding rise ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

participation in non-agricultural sectors. Moreover, the planning and implementation of new 

ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻǊ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜƭŀȅǎ ƛƴ 

gender-responsive design further exacerbating inequities (Polar et al., 2017). 

In Iran, as in countries such as India, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru (Afridi et al., 2023; Polar et al., 

2017), land reform and top-down rural development programs redefined the gender division of 

labour. These programs introduced technologies that not only reorganized agricultural practices 

ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜǎƘŀǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ƳŀƭŜ-dominated 

spaces within agriculture. In Gilan province, the two dominant crops of the 1950sτrice and teaτ

serve as illustrative examples of how these shifts manifested in practice. 

In the 1950s, the majority of labour in rice cultivation in Gilan was performed by women. Over 

the past seven decades, however, this division has transformed. My observations align with the 

literature: the preparation of paddy fieldsτcomprising heavy plowing, light plowing, and 

levelingτis predominantly carried out by men. Transplanting and weeding, tasks requiring 

repetitive and physically taxing stoop labour (Lahsaeizadeh, 1993), remain associated with 

women. Yet, mechanization has introduced complexities. In cases where mechanized 

transplanters are used, men operate the machines. However, as noted earlier, the small size of 

most paddy fields in Gilan often renders mechanized transplanting impractical, preserving the 

necessity for manual transplantation by women (Figures 3.11-3.14). 

While men occasionally participate in transplantation, they tend to frame their involvement as 

assistance (Figure 3.12). I noticed that engaging in activities culturally perceived as feminine, such 

as transplanting, often challenges societal norms of masculinity. Men who participate in these 

tasksτwhether due to personal interest or labour shortagesτfrequently downplay their role, 

ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ άƘŜƭǇέ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ 

elsewhere; for instance, Bergstedt describŜǎ ƘƻǿΣ ƛƴ ±ƛŜǘƴŀƳΣ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǇŀŘŘȅ ŦƛŜƭŘ 
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labour must be carefully balanced to avoid encroaching on the feminine sphere, as this could be 

perceived as undermining their masculinity. 

 

Figure 3.11 Land Preparation 

 

 
Figure 3.12 aŀƭŜ [ŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊ ¢ǊŀƴǎǇƭŀƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ¢ǊŀƴǎǇƭŀƴǘ ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎ ψ /ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ άIŜƭǇƛƴƎέ 
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Figure 3.13 Male Landowner distributing Transplants among the Female Workers 

 

 

Figure 3.14 Mechanized Transplanting  
Son Operating the Machine and the Father Correcting the Transplantation 
































































































































































































































