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informed by sociological standpoint, intersectional, and gender regime theories, we exam-
ine perceptions of a diverse sample of iranian kurdish women in the city of Sanandaj 
about their legal status and social positions. We find perceptions of injustice, oppression, 
male control, and lack of opportunity associated with both the family and broader society. 
kurdish women are socially located in structures and institutions of both private and 
public patriarchy. at the same time, their growing educational attainment and knowledge 
of possibilities for change enable them not only to articulate grievances but also to aspire 
to, and sometimes engage in, collective action for women’s rights. by focusing on an 
under-studied region, this article contributes to the wider literature on kurdish women, 
underscores the continued salience of intersectional and standpoint approaches, and 
expands gender regime theorizing beyond Western cases.
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Studies of Kurdish women have grown in the aftermath of the 2003 
United States–United Kingdom invasion and occupation of Iraq, the 

formation of the autonomous Kurdish region, and the proliferation of 
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Iraqi Kurdish women’s rights organizations. More recently, Rojava—the 
experiment in radical democratic municipalism in northern Syria with 
women fighters and gendered co-leadership (Knapp, Flach, and Ayboga 
2016)—captured international attention. Turkey’s “Kurdish problem” 
has been studied from different angles, including women’s roles in 
Kurdish parliamentary politics and in the pro-autonomy guerrilla organi-
zation Partiya Karkeren Kurdistan (PKK), or the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party. The Kurdish population is spread across Iran, Iraq, Syria, and 
Turkey, as well as the European and North American diaspora (Mojab 
and Gorman 2007). The Kurdish people have been shaped by each coun-
try’s political history, political economy, and modernization strategies, 
along with international relations (Entessar 2010; Yadirgi 2017). Studies 
on Kurdish women draw attention to the confluence of patriarchy, nation-
alism, development, and women’s rights as these have been experienced 
in the different nation-state settings (Al-Ali and Pratt 2011; Çaha 2011; 
Erdogan 2020; Gökalp 2010; van Bruinessen 1991, 2001; Voller 2014; 
Yüksel 2006).

Iranian Kurdistan has been underresearched, with few English-
language studies. Iran’s Kurds have been affected by political history and 
modernization waves since the early 20th century. Across the country, 
decades of socioeconomic development have raised literacy and educa-
tional attainment rates and improved healthcare outcomes, including 
women’s reproductive health. There has been increased women’s politi-
cal participation as voters, constituents, and activists (Chamlou and 
Karshenas 2016; Moghadam 2013; Saroukhani and Rafatjah 2005, 71). 
By the start of the new century, Iran’s total fertility rate had declined to 
replacement level and female university enrollment rates had exceeded 
those of men. Gender inequalities remain, however, in political represen-
tation, labor-force participation, and legal and policy frameworks, such 
as family law. These disparities have been documented not only in many 
English- and European-language studies but also in Persian (e.g., 
Abdollahi 2005; Asl 2004). Given uneven development across Iran, the 
intensity of gender inequalities varies by social class, regional location, 
and ethnicity.

Iranian Kurds reside in various provinces (ostan), but most are in 
Kurdistan province. The province’s urban population is more than 
twice the rural size, and 28 percent of Kurdistan’s population of 1.6 mil-
lion reside in the capital city of Sanandaj (Kurdistan 2016). Kurdistan 
is not especially well resourced. It is not an oil-producing or major 
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manufacturing hub, and the province contributes less than 1 percent to 
the national gross domestic product, according to the iran Statistical 
Yearbook 1396 [2017–2018] (Islamic Republic of Iran 2017–2018 
[1396]). About 56 percent of the female population is younger than 
30 years. Kurdistan’s social and gender indicators generally mirror 
those found elsewhere in the country, but some are worse than the 
country averages. Although the nuclear family is the predominant form, 
as in the rest of Iran, the legacy of the patriarchal extended family (pat-
rilocal and patrilineal) remains in social norms, which in turn are rein-
forced by Iran’s discriminatory Muslim family law.1 Kurds are Sunni in 
a predominantly Shia-Islam country. Religion, ethnicity, class, gender, 
and age are salient social markers.

Informed by standpoint theories, both Marxist and feminist (harding 
1991; Naples 2017), we report on in-depth interviews carried out in 
Sanandaj in 2019 to share information on Kurdish women’s lived experi-
ences, “situated knowledge” (Collins 1990), and “self-understanding” 
(Kabeer 1999), thus enhancing knowledge of gendered social life in 
Iranian Kurdistan. Analyses of the interviews uncover several patterned 
perceptions: a critical awareness of the pervasive nature of patriarchal 
culture and its harmful effects, a certain resigned acquiescence to that 
culture, and a desire by others to resist it in varied ways in favor of 
reforms, expanded rights, and empowerment.2 The patterned perceptions 
reference (or refer to) the family and social norms as well as formal insti-
tutions including government, the legal system, and the labor market. Our 
study, therefore, also contributes to discussions on the evolution of patri-
archy across private and public domains (Erdogan 2020; Solati 2017; 
Walby 1989) and types of “gender regime” (Kocabicak 2020; Moghadam 
2020; Sa’ar 2017; Walby 2004, 2009). Building on studies of Iranian 
Kurdistan published in Persian/Farsi (to which the second author has con-
tributed), another goal of this study is to make available to a wider audi-
ence research that is conducted in Iran.

We begin with an overview of the wider literature on Kurdish women, 
followed by that of women in Iranian Kurdistan. To contextualize Iranian 
Kurdish women’s lived experiences, the literature review integrates his-
torical and sociodemographic information. Narratives of the women who 
were interviewed in Sanandaj in 2019 follow. Finally, we return to our 
concepts and the social-structural context to discuss what our case study 
reveals about intersecting inequalities and the evolving nature of patriar-
chal gender relations and norms in a region of a modernized Middle 
Eastern country.
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IRANIAN KURDISTAN IN CONTExT

Kurdish society is known as male dominated, although at times women 
married or related to high-status men could themselves attain power (van 
Bruinessen 2001). Much of the literature focuses on Iraqi Kurdistan, 
which established an autonomous region following the 2003 U.S./UK-led 
invasion and occupation. Ostensibly a democracy, Iraqi Kurdistan’s two 
dominant parties are the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) and the 
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). Al-Ali and Pratt (2011, 341) refer to 
new spaces and opportunities for Kurdish women to promote a women’s 
rights agenda, but they also note the legacy of tribalism and the incorpora-
tion of tribal leaders into the political leadership of the two principal par-
ties. Both political parties attribute the persistence of “honor killings” to 
“tribal and Islamic culture” (Mojab 2004, 122; see also Alinia 2013). 
Polygamy was frowned upon and indeed banned in PUK-controlled terri-
tory in 2000, but the ruling “has not been consistent” (Al-Ali and Pratt 
2011, 342). Mojab and Gorman (2007) discuss the activities of Kurdish 
women in the diaspora, on issues such as honor killings and demands for 
gender equality.

In their study of women and gender relations in Iraqi Kurdistan, Joly 
and Bakawan (2016) identify institutions that work for or against wom-
en’s empowerment: the family, traditions and religious norms, political 
parties, the state and legal frameworks, and civil society associations and 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). him and hoşgör (2011) study 
Kurdish women’s fertility and sexual control in Turkey, showing how the 
patriarchal system denies female autonomy, although some women find 
ways to resist or circumvent such controls. Erdogan (2020) introduces the 
term “intersectional patriarchy” as she analyzes the links between capital-
ism, patriarchy, and Kurdish women’s labor in Turkey’s export-oriented 
commercialized agricultural sector. Neither the highly masculinist culture 
nor violence against women is specific to Kurds, but both are interrelated 
features of Kurdish society.

Iranian Kurdistan

Modernization waves in Iran include a brief episode of socialism in 
Iranian Kurdistan (also Iranian Azerbaijan). During the Allied occupation 
of Iran in World War II, the short-lived “Mahabad Republic” (August 
1945–December 1946) enabled political experiments in socialist and 
nationalist democracy (Mojab 2001, 2004). Mina hanim, wife of the 
Mahabad leader Qazi Muhammed, formed the Kurdish Women’s Union 
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(Grabolle-Çeliker 2019; homa 2001; van Bruinessen 1991, 2001), also 
known as the Union of the Democratic Women of Kurdistan (Mojab 
2001). With the republic’s collapse, Kurdistan remained among the less-
developed provinces, but it did benefit from the Pahlavi state’s moderni-
zation program in the 1960s and 1970s and the 1990s expansion of higher 
education and healthcare, including reproductive care, under the Islamic 
Republic. Kurdish women’s capacity for civic involvement and family 
decision making has been enabled by educational attainment and the 
state’s family planning program, which has produced a dramatic fertility 
decline (Foroutan 2014; Roudi 2002; Roudi, Azadi, and Mesgaran 2017).

Contraceptive prevalence is high in Iranian Kurdistan, and in a survey 
of women in the city of Mahabad, hosseini and Bagi (2013) found that 
about 61 percent of women preferred not to have another child. Among 
those who wanted children, nearly 70 percent considered two the ideal 
number. Because of the fertility decline, the government of former 
President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad terminated the family planning pro-
gram and encouraged women to have more children, but hosseini and 
Bagi (2013) conclude that the policy shift is unlikely to succeed. In 
Kurdistan today, women’s average age at first marriage has risen; house-
holds are smaller in size; teen marriage and pregnancy have declined; 
polygamy is rare; the total fertility rate is at 1.9; and pregnant and post-
partum women receive medical care (see Table 1).

Sociodemographic and family-related changes in contemporary Iran 
include high divorce rates. Sadeghi and Agadjanian (2019) conducted a 
survey of 720 married people 15–29 years old in the capital city of Tehran, 
showing considerable approval of divorce as a solution for marital prob-
lems; one-fifth of their sample indicated a high propensity to divorce. Their 
statistical analysis showed that approval and propensity are significantly 
associated with ideational factors (individualism, secularism, and gender-
egalitarian views) and with structural factors (education, wife’s employ-
ment, and household economic insecurity). In Iranian Kurdistan, according 
to census data, one-third of divorces in 2017 took place after one year or 
less of marriage, compared with the country average of about 20 percent 
(Islamic Republic of Iran 2017–2018 [1396], Table 3.30, 172). Indeed, 
Iran’s highest rate of rural divorce is in Kurdistan (Islamic Republic of Iran 
n.d.). Most divorces are initiated by men, because it is easier for them to 
obtain a divorce. The relatively high rate of female-headed households 
seen in Table 1 is associated with the high rate of divorce.

With respect to labor force participation, in 2017 (Iranian year 
1396), Kurdistan’s total unemployment rate of 13.7 percent was above 
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the country average of 12.1 percent, and its youth unemployment rate 
of 36 percent was higher than the country average of 28.4 percent. 
Women’s economic activity rates also were worse: a mere 14.6 percent 
(compared with 16 percent country average) and a 22.5 percent unem-
ployment rate (compared with 19.8 percent country average). On such 
measures, Kurdish women do worse than Kurdish men. Few opportuni-
ties exist in Kurdistan for stable government employment subject to 
labor law.3 Despite high mobile phone usage among women (even 
higher among men), computer use is not widespread in Iranian Kurdistan 
compared with the national average. In recent years, conditions in 
Kurdistan, as in the rest of Iran, have worsened due to the declining 
price of oil, U.S. economic sanctions, and government mismanagement 
(bbC news 2019).4 The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 exacerbated 
those conditions.

Iranian Kurdish women experience familial, normative, and institu-
tional obstacles to empowerment. This is true for women elsewhere, 
although women in Tehran have more opportunities and display far more 
defiance of laws, norms, and the dress code (see, e.g., Mahdavi 2008; 
Shahrokni 2020). From an intersectional perspective, Kurdish women’s 
ethnicity, religion, and gender are sources of disadvantage and inequality. 
Iranian sociological studies show how gender stereotypes are internalized 

Table 1: Sociodemographic Characteristics of Kurdistan Province, Circa 
2018

Characteristics Values

Total population 1.6 million
Percent female 49.8
Percent female < 30 years 56.2
Percent female > 65 years 5.5
Average age at first marriage, female (male) 23.7 (26.4)
Percent women age 20–24 with childbirth before age 18 6.7
Total fertility rate 1.9
Contraception prevalence rate, all methods 84.8
Percent pregnant women who did not receive any care 2.7
Percent postpartum women receiving care 76.1
Average number of household members 3.7
 In urban areas 3.6
 In rural areas 3.8
Percent women in polygamous marriage 2.45
Female-headed households (percent total) 38.15

SOURCE: Islamic Republic of Iran (n.d.).
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by some women. With limited decision-making or self-empowerment 
capacity, women may turn to divination, including fortune-telling centers, 
as traditional responses to stress, insecurity, or social isolation 
(Ghaderzadeh and Gholami 2015). Such conditions are accompanied by 
feelings of insecurity in public spaces, including real or perceived fears of 
sexual harassment and loss of reputation (Ghaderzadeh and Khazaei 
2014). In Saqqez city, Khakpoor, heydari, and Sabaghi (2014) found feel-
ings of insecurity and called for infrastructural improvements to enhance 
women’s safety in urban public spaces. In another study, Ghaderzadeh and 
Khalghi (2018) found that housewives were more likely to be socially 
excluded than were students or employed women; the housewives sur-
veyed expressed feelings of dissatisfaction, social despair, social isola-
tion, and powerlessness.

Yoosefi Lebni et al. (2019) studied self-immolation among women in 
Iran’s Kurdish regions and interviewed women who had survived the self-
immolation attempts. Survivors of attempted suicide mentioned the lack 
of supportive social networks, economic pressure, domestic violence, 
feelings of humiliation, powerlessness, and difficulty in managing both 
modern values and local and traditional values. Reasons for why they 
chose such a painful way to die included frightening the family, receiving 
more attention, showing courage, and inducing guilt feelings in the family 
and society. The study’s authors emphasize that self-immolation is a 
social harm requiring comprehensive redress at macro-, meso-, and 
micro-levels.4 The same may be said of honor killings. In 2019, some 25 
Kurdish women died in honor killings, and seven in 2020 (didar news 
2020). Riahi and Esmaeili (2018) report on a survey conducted in the 
Kurdish city of Marivan, which found that honor killings were opposed 
by 55.6 percent of female respondents but just 28 percent of the men.5

The Iranian literature suggests that formal and informal institutions 
play both an enabling and constraining role in Kurdish women’s capacity 
for empowerment and self-actualization. Opportunities include women’s 
access to education, reproductive healthcare, ability to engage in legal and 
registered civic associations, and the right to divorce; these enhance 
women’s sense of confidence and self-reliance, often propelling them to 
seek jobs in the economy’s formal sector or engage in some form of 
income-generating economic activity. In a study of women’s decision-
making strategies, Ghaderzadeh and hosseini (2018) interviewed 28 mar-
ried women in Sanandaj, finding that resources and institutional 
opportunities increased women’s self-confidence, risk taking, and capac-
ity to take charge of individual and family affairs. For those with greater 
capacity, the decision-making experience had led to a heightened sense of 
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worth, collective belonging, self-reliance, empowerment, and self-confi-
dence. Civic activism is not widespread in Iranian Kurdistan apart from 
some professional organizations and charities, but the availability of 
resources, including family support, influences associational presence and 
participation and shapes the lived experience of their social activity 
(Ghaderzadeh and Rezazadeh 2020).

The Iranian state is both highly masculinist—women constitute just 
5.6 percent of the country’s parliament—and run by men from the Shia 
branch of Islam. In Kurdistan province, too, men dominate the prestigious 
or powerful institutions (as they do across the country). At the University 
of Kurdistan, of 356 faculty members, just 27 (7.6 percent) are women. 
(The national average is roughly 20 percent.) Few Kurdish women have 
acquired positions of authority, and they are vastly underrepresented in 
decision-making or authoritative positions in Kurdistan proper, not to 
mention at the national level. Many of the security, military, and high 
administrative positions in Iranian Kurdistan are held by non-Kurds. This 
is a region characterized by what Walby (2009) has theorized as complex 
intersecting inequalities.

The literature on Kurdish women offers a perceptive lens into their 
social, physical, and emotional conditions, while also helping to build on 
intersectional and gender regime theories. how do Kurdish women per-
ceive their intersecting inequalities of ethnicity, religion, community, 
class, and gender? To what degree do women accept or reject such condi-
tions? Do differences exist across education and employment status? And 
what do such perceptions reveal about the evolution of patriarchy at a 
subnational level, in terms of what Walby has distinguished as “domestic” 
versus “public” gender regimes?

Data and Research Strategy

Field research was carried out in summer–fall 2019 in Sanandaj, entail-
ing in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 41 women of different ages, 
educational levels, and occupations (see Table 2). The survey sought to 
ascertain Kurdish women’s perceptions of their status and roles, griev-
ances, and aspirations. With a questionnaire designed by the second 
author, the first author carried out the interviews in the local Kurdish lan-
guage and translated the responses into English. Through snowball sam-
pling, she obtained a diverse population of women 23–57 years old, with 
educational levels ranging from basic schooling to advanced degrees. 
Occupations of the employed women included saleswomen, teachers, and 
lawyers. Interviews were held in various venues and took between a half 
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hour (the shortest interview) and two-and-a-half hours (the longest); the 
average was 75 minutes. The third author wrote the paper after analyzing 
the interview data in a grounded theory approach of open, axial, and selec-
tive coding to determine patterns and regularities (Corbin and Strauss 
2015). We all agreed on three derived categories: “criticism of the prevail-
ing gender regime,” “resigned acquiescence,” and “resistance to the gen-
der regime.” The research participants are referred to by pseudonymous 
initials.

We are aware of the non-generalizability of a snowball sample, but our 
goal is to make available to a wider audience the perceptions of an under-
studied Kurdish population and to contribute to studies of intersectionality 
and varieties of gender regimes.

IRANIAN KURDISh WOMEN SpEAK

The three sets of patterned perceptions reveal insights into a gender 
regime characterized by a high degree of male privilege and female 

Table 2: Research Participant Demographics

Demographic
Number of 
participants

Age (years)
 23–33 20
 33–43 11
 43–57 10
Marital status
 Single 17
 Married 17
 Divorced/living alone 7
Education
 Uneducated 2
 Elementary 1
 High school 10
 BA degree 18
 MA degree 9
 Ph.D. holder 1
Employment status
 Employed 25
 Not employed 16
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disadvantage, institutionalized in the domestic sphere and in govern-
ment, workplaces, media, and legal and policy frameworks.

Criticism of the prevailing Gender Regime

Educated women seem to be the most aware and the most critical. They 
resent common gender stereotypes of women as the weak sex, mentally 
incomplete, and in need of supervision. As B.N., 25, single, and with a 
bachelor’s degree, said:

In our society, a woman’s value is defined via men’s. You always are a 
daughter of someone, a wife of someone, and a mother of someone; they 
won’t accept you as an independent person. They believe that if she doesn’t 
get married, she is incomplete.

Another asserted that “In Kurdish society, we have been told that man 
is the senior and the lord of the family” (D.O., 49, M.A., teacher). She 
added that in Kurdish culture, son preference “originated in the idea back 
then that the boy would help his parents in agricultural work.” Even some 
less-educated women are aware of their predicament:

My husband doesn’t let me go out alone. he must come with me. he works 
during the day, so if I want to take a walk I have to go out with my sister 
or sister-in-law. I can’t even visit my relatives on my own. (G.L., 35, house-
wife, elementary education)

A.R., 26, married, an IT engineer, declared “They always say women 
must stay at home. They have limited women to the walls of the house. 
There is slavery. . . As if, you pay to buy that person and work for you in 
the house.” housewives are not unaware of the unfairness of the tradi-
tional sexual division of labor. M.Z., housewife, regretted that “we never 
resisted,” adding:

When a husband comes home after a long day of work, a woman would have 
never said that she is also tired of housework. Men get paid for their work, 
but housewives don’t, although household duties have to be done, too.

Critical awareness of another patriarchal limitation pertains to the 
importance of women’s virginity before marriage and their modest com-
portment. Notions about the female body and sexuality underlie compul-
sory veiling (hijab), and they could affect father–daughter relations in 
some conservative or pious households. S.A., (30, divorced, holder of an 
MA degree) explained:
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I never was able to kiss my dad. I was too shy. My dad used to hold me in 
his arms until my puberty, but when my body started to change, he began 
to avoid me. Just for the notion of modesty. It was very hard for me, 
because of those changes I lost my father’s love.

As Shirazi (2009) argues in her book’s chapter on honor and virginity, the 
high premium placed on virginity before marriage affects the lives of unmar-
ried young women, especially given the rising age at first marriage and the 
pursuit of higher education. In Sanandaj, E.h., single and with a master’s 
degree, complains that: “I’m 28 now, I have sexual urges, but I can’t even 
think about it, to have a sexual relationship before marriage. My family 
would kill me, so I prefer to restrain my sexual urges.” Divorced women also 
may experience questions about their sexual experience and behavior and are 
expected to behave modestly. S.R., 33, felt that her divorced status could 
jeopardize her reputation in a job: “to be hired in a company and people there 
know that I’m divorced, it would be disastrous.” In some cases, families urge 
their divorced daughters to remarry quickly, as S.R. explains:

I had a friend; as soon as she got separated, she married again, because she 
was not allowed to remain as a divorced woman, and her family couldn’t 
take care of her. This is the idea, having a “brand new car” is better than a 
“used car.” I have had two proposals for marriage in the past few years; 
they kept asking me if I had experienced sexual relationships after my 
divorce or not, “because you’re not a virgin, so you may have experienced 
sexual relationships.”

At the same time, research participants stated their belief that men 
viewed them as tools and instruments to quell men’s sexual urges. This is 
in fact a worldwide concern, but it is interesting that the Sanandaj 
respondents were critical of the expectation that they beautify themselves 
for husbands or suitors.

They’ve set up some ideals in society and say women should follow those 
ideals. They only think that woman should be pretty, sexy, and raise chil-
dren, and do her job as a housewife. (B.N.)

Now, I work at the gym, [I see] 50-year-old women work out just to have 
a beautiful body. They are forced by their husbands to work out. Men want 
wives like the models they have seen on TV. here the woman should try to 
make herself and her body prettier and more suggestive. (S.A.)

Critical awareness extends to conditions in the public domain, with 
many references to limitations that women face. Iran’s discriminatory 
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legal frameworks place limits on women’s autonomy, and a job requires 
the permission of father or husband. “There is a false belief in our society 
that women are incomplete and are not able to perform some duties. There 
are a lot of limitations for women in our society. . . .” (S.h. 27, Ph.D. 
candidate). S.M., 29, married, and a nurse with an advanced degree, main-
tained that “[t]ese limitations for girls—that they even don’t have permis-
sion to attend university in another city—have roots in the insecurities and 
harassments in our society against women.”

What Walby (2004, 2009) terms “public patriarchy” is found in the pol-
ity, economy, and civil society. In Iranian Kurdistan, highly qualified 
employed women will find not only a “glass ceiling” but also a “sticky 
floor” in male-dominated work environments. In the interviews, employed 
women were critical of such workplace environments. h.R. (37, single, 
with a master’s degree) was—at the time of the interview—in a leadership 
post in a sports federation and an athletic coach for young women. She 
complained that “In my area of expertise, I have eighteen years of experi-
ence. I’m the deputy chairman of the board. Unfortunately, a man with a 
lower rank took away my authority.” h.R. subsequently resigned, and she 
described the sports environment as very masculine. The sentiment was 
echoed by another research participant:

I work in university and I’m seeing that managerial positions are given to 
men and not women. They legitimize their decisions, saying, “This position 
is sensitive, the employee has to stay till night.” Actually, women are more 
diligent. (Y.D. 36, M.A., single, employee)

Employment can be a source of irritation and discrimination, but it is 
also seen by many women as the pathway to empowerment. Employment 
opportunities are limited, however, and Kurdish women’s labor-force par-
ticipation rates are even lower than the low national average, although 
many women work informally. Several research participants mentioned 
the need for individual social insurance and a decent job. M.Z., 44 and a 
housewife, said “Perhaps the biggest problem women face is joblessness 
and having no future. I wish I had social security insurance. If I had [it]I 
might have a future. But I don’t have a job.” B.h., a saleswoman in a 
clothing store, felt that her employment opportunities were limited by the 
absence of supportive programs for women’s entrepreneurship. At 29, 
single, and a high school graduate, she expressed the view that “if our 
society were not so restrictive, we would be able to have so many start-up 
businesses.” S.R. echoed the sentiment: “I had a salon, I was able to pay 
the rent for two months; finally, I went bankrupt.”
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Other research participants pointed to the role that other institutions, 
such as media and schools, play in women’s limitations and the persis-
tence of patriarchal gender relations:

There is a fear inside us. It may go back to our childhood upbringing. Both 
girls and boys had to be careful. State-run TV networks back then used to 
broadcast animated series in which most of the protagonists were boys, while 
for girls, there was only Dokhtar-e Kebreet-foroush. (L.E, 36, M.A., teacher)6

I believe a great part of the problem of our society is caused by a system 
that consciously tries to suffocate us. Even in commercial ads, they try to 
portray women as weak and inferior. (E.h.)

Our problems have historical origins. The government is very influential 
[and] leaves people in ignorance. A government that doesn’t try to inform 
people. (B.N.)

Society has restricted us to a great extent. From hijab [compulsory veiling] 
to work and harsh economic conditions, women are guilty too, but the 
atmosphere of the society is the main culprit. (Z.N. 23, student, single)

Women in Sanandaj who experience family courts are aware of ine-
quality before the law, in areas of divorce, child custody, and polygamy. 
Under Islamic law, men do not need a reason to divorce their wives; this 
option is unavailable to wives, who need to cite a valid reason. Research 
participants expressed awareness of the cultural pattern of tying women to 
marriage and the family and were critical of it:

When it comes to verdicts in the court, women’s right is violated; I’m say-
ing this based on my personal experience, I have been separated. I was 
betrayed. To get the right to divorce one has to move from one court to 
another for five years. Law should have found him guilty not me. I was able 
to get divorced with the help of two lawyers. Why in this society, shouldn’t 
there be a place that supports women? I sold my car to pay for the lawyer 
because he kept saying that I wouldn’t be able to obtain a divorce. (Z.N.)

Men have the right to divorce. If the woman has evidence that her husband 
has a problem, for example, if a husband beats his wife, it has to be proven 
by the forensic examiner, otherwise, the court will resist giving the woman 
the right to divorce. (T.A., 28, lawyer, single)

The penal law favors men, as do social norms. Abduction of girls for 
marriage was a tribal practice in the past, and it could take the form of 
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coercion or consensual elopement (Mojab 2001, 83–84). F.T., single 
and a 28-year-old special needs teacher, expressed her outrage over 
rape, the law’s leniency, and society’s attitudes: “Men who rape women 
don’t get punished; eventually, the woman is found guilty. In society, 
she turns into an underdog and hurts. People say it was her fault she 
was raped.”

Sex segregation in Iran is not as extreme as in Saudi Arabia, but certain 
public spaces are off-limits to women, including football (soccer) matches. 
In Sanandaj, such prohibitions—along with the patriarchal legacy of 
women’s association with home and family, unwanted sexual attention, 
the “male gaze,” and sexual harassment—reinforce women’s sense of 
insecurity in public spaces, whether streets or parks or workplaces. Such 
insecurity can discourage women’s public presence. J.K., 52, married, a 
saleswoman, said “as soon as it gets dark outside, I don’t feel comfortable 
anymore. . . ., you wish you were a man, so you could go out anytime in 
the dark.” S.R. said “You know, I am a woman and I can’t go outside in 
the afternoons, because there are many stalkers.” R.Y., 37, a high school 
graduate and housewife, said that her brother had found her a job some 
years back but soon asked her to quit, saying that “its environment was 
not safe for me.” For women in Sanandaj, even driving can invite humili-
ating gestures and words:

Throughout the day, male drivers have car accidents, but if a woman has a 
car accident, it becomes very noticeable, which leads to her humiliation. Or 
for example, when men pass by me while driving, they make fun of me 
using bad language. It does bother me, that’s why I can’t drive comfortably. 
(F.T.)

In some cases, research participants in Sanandaj expressed criticism of 
women who accept a subordinate role for themselves in the family and 
society, willingly participate in “the patriarchal bargain” (Kandiyoti 
1988), and do not seek economic independence and empowerment.

The problem of women . . . is that they’re indolent. For example, a woman 
would say “why should I work? My husband has to pay for me. I’m going 
to have fun.” But this is not fun. It’s obvious; when you do not have eco-
nomic independence, it will take away other personal rights. (B.N.)

Most of the women have witnessed for years that their mother, aunts, or 
sisters had been influenced by patriarchy, so things stay the same, and they 
follow their predecessors, and they never attempt to change their condi-
tions. (h.R., 35, M.A. in psychology and family consultation)
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Resigned Acquiescence

One group of research participants seemed resigned to the patriarchal 
gender contract and to the cultural pattern of family honor and reputation. 
This could in some cases extend to domestic violence, although other 
Kurdish women in Sanandaj regard violence against women as an outrage 
and injustice.

Once, I visited my friend, her face was bruised and battered, though she 
was from a classy and educated family, because she didn’t obey her father. 
I even told my friend to go to the State Welfare Organization and tell them 
that “I have a bad guardian.” She said that she couldn’t do that because it 
would “damage my family’s dignity.” (M.O., 26, M.A., single)

Some implied dissatisfaction with their marital status but seemed 
resigned to accept it. R.Y., housewife and high school graduate, explained 
that she married because of “people’s judgements” and expectations: 
“They kept saying, ‘you are getting old.’ I wish I hadn’t paid attention to 
people’s judgements back then.” L.A., 52, college graduate, teacher, 
implied having led an unhappy marital life: “Most of the time, my hus-
band ignores me and doesn’t pay attention to my suggestions. Or for 
example, [he may] do something . . . without consulting me.” She 
explained that “my children were my main reason to endure, and if it were 
not for my children, I wouldn’t tolerate that life. I couldn’t leave my chil-
dren. My children were more important than me.” She added: “I accepted 
the problems” even though friends told her that “you ruined yourself for 
your children, and your children won’t help in the future.” S.M., the nurse, 
elaborated: “We represent ourselves as weak, so they [men] treat us like 
that. For instance, women accept whatever men say. We’re not portraying 
ourselves independently enough, so they would believe in us.” A more 
pronounced sentiment, one in support of women’s family roles, was 
expressed by T.P., 35, a high school graduate and housewife:

Women are like the pillars of the family, the role is so important. If the 
woman is good, the man eventually becomes good and their children too. 
If a woman does all her duties properly, like cooking dinner and cleaning 
the house, her husband will become hopeful. Now, the pillar of our own 
lives is our mother. If our mother goes out, it seems that no one is home, 
and the house looks empty. The woman should maintain her family in every 
aspect and accept her life’s problems.

Another housewife, F.S., 57, a mother of three and without formal 
schooling, said that she was involved in charities, because “when you’re 
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alone you become depressed, but in these communities you see people hav-
ing the same condition as you do, or even worse.” Referring to a past 
“oppressive” life in her father’s home, she concluded that “life goes on” and 
“some of the problems have faded away. But in the end, life is tolerance.”

A resigned acquiescence toward patriarchal culture is evident among 
some research participants, with one highlighting “our traditions that 
transferred generation to generation and turned into beliefs” (F.R., 41, 
high school graduate, housewife). A 46-year-old hairstylist said “within 
our previous generation, even talking about the rights of women is a 
taboo.” h.Z. 27, single, with a bachelor’s degree, seemed resigned that 
Kurdish patriarchy would persist:

Our culture is like that, and it influenced our parents and families. We have 
been struggling with these problems, and our culture formed this way. It 
can’t be repaired. For instance, if a family wants to give some liberties to 
their daughters, it can’t because of the norms in the society.

Resistance to the Gender Regime and the Quest for Empowerment

Research participants stated that tackling the gendered problems they 
face requires self-empowerment, gaining independence, mutual support, 
and acquiring life skills. The empowerment approach—both individual 
and collective—is emphasized primarily by young and educated women, 
who often see good employment as a pathway but also express a desire to 
help other women. Women-led NGOs, professional associations, and 
charities exist in Kurdistan, as across the country, although they are 
closely monitored. Autonomous women’s rights organizations are not 
tolerated, especially if they speak out. A.K., an unmarried 30-year-old 
self-employed engineer, said that if women come to her with a problem, 
she tries to “teach them how to solve the problem. I help [women] find a 
job. If you teach them something, it will turn out to have a good result for 
them and society.” T.A., the unmarried 28-year-old lawyer, explained that 
the cost of a consultation often prevents women from seeking legal 
advice. She expressed the view that civil society organizations should 
provide low-cost or pro bono advice, but she herself often did so: “If a 
person came to me for pre-marriage consultation, I would do that for 
free.” Z.A., a 32-year-old divorced teacher, told of the women she helps 
in her classes:

There was a 45-year-old woman, who kept saying, “I’ll never learn how to 
read and write.” I encouraged her, and now she is in 9th grade. I want to 
work with any organization that helps women.



632  GENDER & SOCIETY/August 2021

Some research participants were aware of women’s associations and 
supportive of their work. Y.D. mentioned a women’s NGO that sends 
volunteers to villages to provide sex education and family planning 
advice. F.T., the special-needs teacher, spoke highly of women’s associa-
tions and the work they do: “I’ve heard that women’s rights activists have 
visited deprived regions to help women there. Whatever they teach or 
however they can help, women feel better.” Other research participants 
emphasized the need to focus on one’s own attitudes and beliefs. A.R., the 
26-year-old married engineer, said “I have to start the transformation pro-
cess with myself. . . . and if I become a mother, I’ll try to raise a true 
human being, not a patriarch or matriarch, just a human being.” B.N. 
echoed the sentiment:

I feel that the most important thing I can do is to change myself, because 
. . . we are engaging with totally useless traditions. I can empower myself 
so that I can try to have a positive influence on women around me. I have 
acted on stage. I’ve been able to get some freedom. . . . it helped me break 
some taboos in my mind.

h.R., the family consultant, married, spoke of overcoming detrimental 
or outdated beliefs: “When I have doubts about a certain belief, I try to 
find evidence against that belief. . . . Successful women are never limited 
by restrictive beliefs. They swim against the tide.” Others stressed the 
need for institutional reform and support structures: repealing or reform-
ing discriminatory laws, enforcing existing rights, and allocating funds for 
women’s advancement. M.Z., the housewife who hoped for a separate 
social security insurance card, said that “Women can be independent with 
the least requirements; even at home, they can start their businesses. 
Unfortunately, there are no organizations to support housewives.” h.R., 
the sportswoman, said that she had founded an NGO to support girls who 
had run away from dysfunctional homes. “For some reason they [the 
authorities] didn’t allow us to operate.” She also expressed the view that 
establishing women’s rights begins in the family:

If we want the rights of women to be observed, we must start with changing 
family culture. If boys and girls were treated as equal since childhood, after 
they grow up and enter society the men will respect the right of fellow 
students and workers, and also of their daughters and wives.

The interviews showed women’s desire for activism and agency. 
Research participants emphasized notions such as resistance instead of 
compromise and appeasement, leaving obsolete traditions behind, building 
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and strengthening social networks, founding associations for women, and 
participating in community and collective action. Z.h., 50-year-old retired 
teacher and high school graduate, and S.M., the nurse, praised women’s 
NGOs and rights groups. Z.h.: “I hope they become more active. I’d like 
to be in such societies.” M.O., the single woman with a master’s degree, 
expressed the desire to become a civic activist and work with NGOs “that 
care about women and want to support them.” S.M. pointed out that the 
associations can encourage women to expand their abilities: “Women can 
play sport, learn to drive, get self-confidence. A woman will no longer 
think that she is a creature that men can impose some thoughts on.” N.S., 
48, teacher with a B.A., said:

Taking part in NGOs provides women with the opportunity to be active in 
their free time, according to the skills they know. In these NGOs, women 
can have a relationship with other women and exchange ideas, and perhaps 
realize those ideas. It will become a basis for women to achieve their rights, 
to know their rights and the rights of others.

As noted, Iranian Kurdistan shares some of the cultural features dis-
cussed in the broader literature on Kurdish women. More so than in Iran, 
Iraqi Kurdish women have been able to form many rights groups and 
NGOs, which in turn have sponsored rights legislation. Studies find, how-
ever, that male dominance remains resilient in Iraq—as it does in Iranian 
Kurdistan.

DISCUSSION AND CONClUSIONS

Inspired by but also arguing with classical thinkers such as hegel, 
Marx, Engels, and Mannheim, feminist standpoint and intersectional theo-
rists have stressed that women’s perceptions matter. They are shaped by 
different lived experiences, social locations, and complex intersections 
and they contribute to more objective social knowledge (Collins 1990, 
2015; harding 1991; Kabeer 1999; Naples 2017; Smith 1990). Our article 
builds on and contributes to theory by elucidating how a sample of Iranian 
Kurdish women perceive their lives within the family and in public places 
and spaces, and how they articulate grievances and aspirations. Coding 
the interview data, we identified three patterns: critical awareness, 
resigned acquiescence, and resistance. In Table 3, we have included 
excerpts from the interviews to illustrate the three patterns as they relate 
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to the private and public domains. Despite differences in age, educational 
attainment, and employment status, the research participants reveal 
remarkably astute perceptions of patriarchal gender relations and institu-
tions, along with aspirations for empowerment. Y.D.’s blunt but poignant 
remark—“I keep telling my friends that being a woman, being an Iranian, 
being a Kurd, being a Sunni is terrible”—confirms the need for continued 
scholarly attention to marginalized voices and intersectional inequalities.

Kabeer’s (1999) three-pronged empowerment conceptualization entails 
preconditions (resources), process (agency), and outcomes (achievement). 
Our survey of Iranian Kurdistan’s sociodemography shows the impact of 
decades of modernization, certainly in terms of urbanization, education, 
and fertility control. Such modernization does impart agency to women, 
and some of our research participants—particularly those employed in 
good jobs—were the most critical of patriarchal norms and laws and the 
most insistent on self-empowerment. But interviews also highlight the 
lack of institutional supports, whether for legal aid or employment oppor-
tunities, or women’s business ownership. Women do seek jobs (indicated 
in part by the unemployment rate) but few opportunities exist in either 
public or private sectors, and the support structures for working mothers 
(notably preschool facilities) are unavailable. The resources, therefore, are 
limited, which is why the research participants frequently referenced 
“limitations.” The achievement of women’s individual and collective 
empowerment requires material supports. Such gendered support struc-
tures are, for many of our research participants, absent in the family, the 

Table 3: Knowledge and Perceptions of Patriarchal Domains: Sanandaj 
Women Speak

Private patriarchy Public patriarchy

Critical 
awareness

My husband doesn’t let 
me go out alone.

. . .managerial positions are 
given to men.

Resigned 
acquiescence

My friend said [she 
couldn’t complain about 
having been hit because] 
it would “damage my 
family’s dignity.”

If a family wants to give 
some liberties to their 
daughters, it can’t because 
of the norms in the society.

Resistance and 
quest for 
empowerment

If we want the rights of 
women to be observed, 
we must start with 
changing family culture.

Taking part in NGOs . . . will 
become a basis for women 
to achieve their rights, to 
know their rights and the 
rights of others.
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polity, the economy, and civil society—institutional domains–that com-
prise a gender regime in a “neopatriarchal” setting.

At a macro-level of analysis, Walby (2004, 2009) has theorized and 
historicized the relationship between modernization and gender regimes, 
examining their evolution over time and distinguishing between the pri-
vate patriarchy of the family (the domestic gender regime) and the public 
patriarchy of the state (the public gender regime). In Walby’s model, a 
gender regime is a set of interrelated gendered social relations and institu-
tions that constitute a system, operating across the polity, economy, civil 
society, and violence. Walby identifies two gender regime ideal-types in 
Western democracies: neoliberal and social democratic. Lombardo and 
Alonso (2020) extend the model to a decentralized state (Spain) to show 
variations at the subnational level, and they borrow a third, “conserva-
tive,” ideal-type from Shire and Nemoto (2020). Similarly, Moghadam 
(2020) distinguishes an emerging “conservative-corporatist” gender 
regime in Tunisia and Morocco from the “neopatriarchal” gender regimes 
of other countries in the Middle East/North Africa region, including Iran. 
Neopatriarchy (Sharabi 1988) is a modernized version of what Kandiyoti 
(1988) termed “classic patriarchy.” Although decades of modernization in 
Iran produced a shift from the dominant private patriarchy of the patrilo-
cal extended family to the more pervasive public patriarchy of the state 
and its institutions, uneven development across the country as well as 
discriminatory Muslim family law reinforce the corporatist power of the 
family—hence the continued salience of family as a key institutional 
domain in this particular variety of gender regime.

At a subnational level, private patriarchy, or the domestic gender 
regime, may be stronger or weaker. The sociodemographic data discussed 
in earlier sections, along with the interview data, reveal uneven develop-
ment in Iranian Kurdistan. There, the family continues to control women’s 
dress, comportment, mobility, and life options, and the domestic gender 
regime appears more resilient than, for example, in Tehran province. The 
legacy of tribal culture, along with the Islamic Republic’s discriminatory 
legal frameworks, render most Kurdish women subordinate in the family 
and society, positioned at the periphery of sociopolitical life. Our inter-
view data reveal the strength of Kurdistan’s institutions and norms of 
private patriarchy existing within Iran’s overall neopatriarchal public 
gender regime. Our case study of Iranian Kurdish women thus adds to 
gender regime theorizing by extrapolating from micro-level data at a sub-
national level to highlight gendered institutional dynamics and complex 
intersectional inequalities in a non-Western context.
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This article has not elaborated on conditions of desperation that lead to out-
migration or suicide, including self-immolation (see also Alaghehbandan et al. 
2015; Groohi, Alaghehbandan, and Lari 2002; homa 2016). The research par-
ticipant whose statement about being a Kurd, a woman, and a Sunni confirms the 
salience of intersectional dynamics explained: “Suicide is a solution to deal with 
problems.” Another informed us that she had been able to help someone emigrate 
from Iran, and that “if I could get my child from my ex-husband I would migrate 
too, because my life is wasted here.” The saleswoman who wished for better 
employment opportunities said “The condition is getting worse and worse. We 
don’t care anymore. We can’t solve this load of problems. We have no future, 
other than escaping the country.” The burdensome problems she referred to 
include the pervasive nature of patriarchy and discrimination that most Kurdish 
women face, the province’s relative underdevelopment, and the economic depri-
vations that most Iranians face caused by declining oil prices, government mis-
management, and especially the harsh U.S. sanctions. Under current circumstances, 
the external and internal obstacles to Kurdish women’s empowerment may 
appear insurmountable, but the gender consciousness, self-awareness, and inner 
resilience of many of our research participants suggest otherwise.
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NOTES

1. Muslim family law places women under the “guardianship” (or control) or 
male kin. Its reform is the principal demand of most women’s rights organiza-
tions. For details, see Welchman (2004).

2. Patriarchy, or mard-saalaari, is a concept well-known and widely used not 
only in scholarship but also in popular discourse in Iran. In Iranian Kurdish it is 
piawsaalaari. Both terms literally mean “men’s dominance.”

3. Details are available on the Iranian government’s Statistical Center website, 
which provides comprehensive census data. For an English-language version, see 
https://www.amar.org.ir/english. The information above is drawn from the iran 
Statistical Yearbook 2017–2018 (1396) (Islamic Republic of Iran 2017–2018 
[1396]), https://www.amar.org.ir/english/Iran-Statistical-Yearbook/Statistical-
Yearbook-2017-2018 (accessed June 2020). In line with Persian/Farsi pronuncia-
tion, the spelling in the Statistical Yearbook is “Kordestan.”

4. See also Aliverdinia and Pridemore (2009) on Iran. Self-immolation is not 
culturally specific (see Suhrabi, Delpisheh, and Taghinejad 2012). The recourse 
to self-immolation by Kurdish women in Iran and Iraq suggests not only tactical 
diffusion but also a form of social protest that transcends personal or family 
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grievance and is precipitated by a broader set of community and societal ills. For 
a fuller discussion of “suicide protest in the twentieth century” see Biggs (2013), 
although the point just made may contradict his own strict definition of suicide 
protest as a political act.

5. The most recent World Values Survey conducted in Iran (Wave 7, 2017–
2020) shows that fully 80 percent of those surveyed responded “never justifiable” 
for a man to beat his wife or for violence against other people; 70 percent say the 
same about parents beating their children. There is no specific question on honor 
killings.

6. dokhtar-e kebreet-foroush was a TV cartoon character who was poor and 
sold matches.
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