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1. Structure and content of thesis

This work derives from feminist political ecology, Middle Eastern feminist theory, decolonial theory and
feminist studies to form an interdisciplinary approach of a decolonial feminist political ecology.
Through that theoretical lens, this work builds an understanding of the macro-context of Iran by
historically interrelating global and domestic political and economic events and the meaning of these
events for Iran’s female population. Further, this work historically reasons how foreign and domestic
economics and politics shaped water mismanagement to discuss its effects on qanat-based community
life. Simultaneously, ways of communing within qanat-based communities and the nature of their

perseverance are introduced.

As a Western academic and person of colour with Iranian socialization in Germany, since my childhood,
I have been repeatedly confronted with oversimplifications, false assumptions, a lack of historical
perspective and stereotyped representations of Iran. Events such as publications of fictive books on Iran,
the 1979 Revolution, 9-11, increased activities of Islamist extremist groups and a worldwide European
and US-centric media coverage have created a general anti-Middle East aversion and hatred. Further,
existing literature (e.g. Bayat, 2010; Bahramitash & Hooglund, 2011; Rawly & Alamy, 2019) generally
portrays Iranian women and the Iranian society as Muslim, although the Iranian people consist of diverse
groups of different religions, ideologies, social classes, ethnicities, sexualities, and politicisation. I thus
made two structural decisions concerning this thesis that reflect theoretical feminist approaches: Firstly,
the objective is to provide an extensive background on historical, political and ecological events from a
decolonial feminist political ecology perspective. Secondly, I chose to write this work in English to

reach broader audiences beyond the German- speaking region.

The holistic background reveals women’s work circumstances and feminist political activism and
events, which eventually led to the 1979 Revolution and the establishment of a patriarchal theocratic
state system in Iran. The decolonial feminist political ecology lens and the historical pooling of events
enables a contextual reading on developments that shaped the society and affected the lives of women in
the state. The rural contexts of the study are then embedded within this background. As proposed by
feminist theory, this generates a multi-angled ground for the extensive comprehension of the complex
intersectional processes of female resistances in two qanat-based desert communities in the Iranian
Highlands. Women’s stories and experiences with socially and politically structured inequities in rural
qanat-based communities are recorded and their knowledge on resistances from within a multi-layered

patriarchal context situated in extreme climate conditions are discussed.



Besides the economic function of qanats and water availability, the cultural and social influence of
ganats on communities, particularly on women, are approached. Current relations between local
populations and politicians in a context of natural resource exploitation by the state and private investors,
as well as effects of heavy embargoes by foreign governments, are discussed. While interrelating global
and domestic politics and economics within the reality of colonialism and Orientalism, in which
femaleness is marginalised by hegemonic maleness are revealed. Light is shed on the reproduction of
such power structures, both from a historical macro perspective and at the level of micro-power
structures, to disclose the correlation of such resistances in a context of an economy built on ganat-

based agriculture.

The recent U.S. embargoes on Iran in relation to the nuclear deal have made Iran’s aim of self-
sufficiency even more necessary. The increase in sustainable agriculture and manufacturing is draining
the state’s water resources, making self-sufficient production increasingly elusive. Iran’s groundwater
provides more than 55 percent of the state’s water demands, and around ninety percent is used for
agricultural purposes (Snyder, 2019). Yet farmers do not have sufficient water and are forced to migrate
to urban areas (Khatibi and Arjjumend, 2019; Madani et al., 2016; Shahi, 2019; Yazdanpanah and
Hayati, 2013) or abroad (Brussles International Center, 2019). Additionally, inefficient water
management, which is applied to meet the increasing domestic and industrial water demands of the
growing urban population, leads to water diversion projects. In these projects, the flow of surface water
sources is diverted to cities, reducing access for already threatened local agricultural communities.
Continuously deteriorating rural water resources reduce ecological resilience for economic and
consequently political stability, which creates social disparities and social stress. Social stress affects
people all over the state. One major group is desert communities, which employ qanats as their main

water supply systems.

The ganat tunnel is the key structure of an approximately 2,600-year-old underground water supply
system, and transports water from under the feet of mountains to lower settlements by gravity for
consumption, irrigation, and hygiene. Locations for their construction under the feet of mountains are
chosen by vegetation and soil as indicators of existing groundwater. The qanat consists of one horizontal
tunnel and numerous vertical shafts at intervals of 20 to 200 meters. The longest vertical shaft, the
motherwell is dug first to tap the groundwater aquifer and to partly fill with water. The height of water
in the mother well is also an indicator for the groundwater table in the area. The horizontal tunnel is dug
from the settlement to the motherwell and enters the motherwell at the depth of the groundwater level.

It is 90 to 150 m high with a width less than half the height and can be as long as 100 km (ICQHS, 2020).
2



During and after construction, the shafts function as ventilators, light supply, tunnel access point and as

positions to remove excavated material from the tunnel.
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Fig.1: Sketch of ganat cross section

The arid to semi-arid climate of the Iranian Highlands makes sensitive water management and
collectively practiced gqanat-based agriculture through systematic cooperation significant factors for
survival. Centuries-long commoning with systems of responsibility and task division among community
members co-shapes knowledge and culture in areas with qanats. This has allowed for rural communities
to stay intact within environments of natural, political or economic hazards. Qanats began to be threatened
during the 1960s, when the reasons for intense resource exploitation differed under the Pahlavi rule.
Striving for global market competitiveness and adapting the industry and trade to Western standards,
deep wells and pumped water became a major economic resource for the state. Increased water demand
began to deplete and replace the ganats. The increased construction of deep wells all over Iran is
associated with the marked decline of groundwater levels, which in turn is linked with an increased
incidence of drought, dry ganats, water salinity and rainwater floods. Today, the ganats provide ten
percent of Iran’s water needs. Yet, as a core of qanat-based settlement, Iran today is greatly affected by
the decline of ganat numbers and the deterioration of qanat culture. The reduction of ganat-based
agriculture causes changes within social, economic and political rural structures (Labbaf Khaneiki &
Nouhpisheh, 2005; Lightfoot, 1996; Semsar Yazdi & Labbaf Khaneiki, 2013; Wessels, 2009). Current

science has acknowledged the maintenance of gqanats as a major suitable water supply solution for
3



irrigation. Proposals to save a further loss of qanats and to re-establish their agricultural role are
increasing within academia, yet these are being widely ignored, particularly in the political realm. Rural

communities are fighting to maintain their qanats as groundwater supplies.

Groundwater as a natural resource belongs to common goods, which are defined as not owned by any
private individual and used collectively by one or several communities for the collective welfare (Gaur
et al., 2018). Common pool resource theory underlines that if the users of the common are left without
any external authoritarian influence, they develop diverse institutional arrangements to regulate use of
the resource (Ostrom, 1999; Ostrom et al., 1993, 2009). They collaborate to generate a fair distribution
amongst all, while avoiding the collapse of their resource base (Ostrom et al. 1993). Natural resource
management, which does not actively incorporate the users of the local resources, will ultimately fail
(Bromley & Cernea, 1989). Thus, for decades scholars (e.g. Bromley & Cernea, 1989; Federici, 2019;
Ostrom, 1999; Ostrom et al., 1993, 2009) urge public policy to gain a better understanding of self-

regulating cooperative actions, instead of creating institutionalised standard solutions for individual

local problems of collective property.

Fig.2: Qanat Shaft acceéées underpassing a street, 2016 Fig.3: Qanat in settlement, 2016

Simultaneously, feminist political ecology examines the relations between vulnerable waterscapes,
gender and global environmental change. The field underlines normative gender discourses and their
impact on rural and urban water mismanagement. In focus are the impact of recent political and
ecological climate contexts and their interlinkage with changing demands for water resources, and how
these affect livelihoods and existing equalities (Buechler and Hanson, 2015). Feminist political ecology
suggests that due to the use of environment by gendered labour patterns, some environmental

deterioration has stronger impacts on women (Rocheleau et al., 1996). The study field aims to explore
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women'’s local struggles to overcome inequalities and environmental degradation. The analysis of given
power relations can bring to light what possibilities of resistance against suppressing economic and
political power structures exist for disadvantaged groups at local levels. Destructive utilisation by a
dominant group of commoners and the resulting degradation of common resources causes decreases in
income for other users. As a solution, feminist political ecology coincides with common pool
resource scholars and qanat experts, who suggest an integrated water resource management involving
working class people in decision-making processes for collaborative resource management by all

commoners and the government (Wulandari et al., 2018).

The concept of Integrated Water Resource Management has become a global principle, which also
promotes the necessity of holistic solutions for a fair resource use between all stakeholders and areas of
application in order to maximise economic and social welfare while protecting the functioning
ecosystems (Agrawal, 2000; UN-Water, 2008). Concerning the competing areas of water distribution,
for example, for supply, agriculture, sanitation, industry and energy generation, the international
community agreed on the four Dublin Principles of Integrated Water Resource Management: 1) Fresh
water is a finite and vulnerable resource, essential to sustain life, development and the environment. 2)
Water development and management should be based on a participatory approach, involving users,
planners and policy-makers at all levels. 3) Women play a central part in the provision, management
and safeguarding of water. 4) Water has an economic value in all its competing uses and should be
recognised as an economic good (The Dublin Statement on Water and Sustainable Development, 1992).
According to principles of Integrated Water Resource Management, the fact that every policy, program
or project affects women and men differently, must explicitly be recognised and gender must be part of
the overall policy framework for the optimisation of adequate water management solutions. The field
considers as essential that women must have an equal role in management, problem analysis and in the
decision-making processes. This can be supported through community organisations and institutions
and by establishing participatory capacity (Global water partnership, 2012). Feminist political ecology
proposes that a revitalisation of common property resources is crucial for protecting livelihoods and
women’s bodies (Hartcourt, 2017; Hartcourt and Escobar, 2005; Sato and Soto Alarcon, 2019) and to
improve conditions in arid micro-climatic locations (Gaur et al. 2018). These theoretical approaches

serve as support for the study of qanat-based communities and their social and economic well-being.

The decay of qanats is treated from a social science perspective by very few authors (e.g. Papoli Yazdi,
2010). No deeper insights exist about the economic and social weakening of rural ganat-based

populations by environmental degradation. The linkages of experiences and knowledge of women's
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bodies with their environments and access to resources vary with geographic circumstances. Integrated
women’s perspectives on resource access within patriarchal communities inside Iran are lacking.
Iranian women are generally under-represented in scientific feminist literature. Further, existing
feminist literature on Iran places urban women in the focus of attention. Women in rural areas with
individual ecological settings, as continuous actors of economic events and political struggles, are often
not addressed. As farmers and producers of diverse food and non-food products for both self-sufficiency
and trade, women have been indispensable economic players in Iran. Activist women have helped to
transform culture and politics during different eras in Iranian history. Feminist literature on the Middle
East displays that throughout women’s resistances in Iranian history, they have learned to deal with
patriarchal and patrimonial political systems, whether secular or religious (Alikarimi, 2019; Bayat,
2013; Moallem, 2005; Geytanchi and Moghadam, 2014; Rostami-Povey, 2016; Tohidi, 2016). They
found strategies to circumvent rules and regulations with their own forms of resistance, “to refine and
redefine their womanhood” (Kashani-Sabet, 2005: 46). According to the respective economic and
political circumstances, woman alternately embraced and challenged new government rules imposed on
them. The existence of women’s movements in Iran is contested, denied and labelled as Western
influence by conservative clerics (Kashani-Sabet, 2005). Intellectual discourses and collective activism
on equal gender rights are opposing a deeply anchored conservative state system steered by “white
bearded”, turban-wearing men. However, as part of ongoing global feminist struggles, particularly with
a view from the global south, Iranian women, despite the patriarchal theocratic regime, have achieved

a relatively strong position in the society.

Yet, to date, women not only had to resist the patriarchist theocracy of the Iranian regime but were also
affected by developments during and as a consequence of Iran’s occupation by foreign powers. Even
though Iran was never a direct political colony of an imperialist power, the repeated Anglo- Soviet
occupation of Iran, the interference of U.S. administrations in Iranian politics, the exploitation of its
resources and the created roles of the Iranian worker and the Western occupier had significant impacts
on the Iranian economy, history, culture and language, particularly in the South of Iran, which continue
to the present. When Iranian elites started seeing themselves as the other through the lens of Europeans
during the first occupation at the end of the Qajar era (1794-1925) (Moallem 2005), a secular
nationalism began to develop, in which orientalist roles of gender, race and sexuality were reproduced
(ibid). Resulting from the Qajar’s (and later the Pahlavis’) desire for European modernity, colonial
relations were established (ibid). Iranian imports and exports were affected and controlled by European

standards and requirements (ibid). With the aim of keeping up with the global competition from British



colonies and due to an increased demand for carpets, Persian carpet production was enhanced (ibid).
From a luxury item representing “Persianness”, they became a commodity with orientalist meaning and
a mass product. Scholars state that orientalist commodities (Moallem, 2008) such as the Persian carpet
or orientalist literature (Tavakoli-Targhi, 2001) function to characterise the Orient and the Occident as
opposing, with clear boundaries of differences in culture and civilisation between East and West, the
primitive and the modern. The commodification of the Persian carpet goes along with the
“transnationalization of exploitive labour” (74), which naturalised and exploited female labour and
eroticises and feminises poverty to characterise the carpets as exotic. The portrayal of the female workers
as primitive and oppressed in a patriarchal religious culture, which needs to be developed and saved by
the Western consumer, created aesthetic value by media and the market. Further, gender roles were
reproduced through the male bazari (bazar merchants) elite controlling the carpet business and the
female weavers (ibid). As carpet weavers and patte embroiderers, the women of both communities, who
participated in this work, are commodity producers. Accordingly, they have their own stories to tell
about the commodification of Iranian carpets and handicraft or the cooperation with bazaris.

Besides the frequently inaccurate picture of people from “Muslim” contexts by the West, existing
literature (e.g. Bayat, 2010; Bahramitash & Hooglund, 2011; Rawly & Alamy, 2019) still generally
portrays Iranian women and the Iranian society as Muslim, although the Iranian people consist of diverse
groups of different religions, ideologies, social classes, ethnicities, sexualities, and politicisation. Thus,
Iranian communities cannot be only Muslim and Iranian women’s realities are different from the
relativizing and essentializing portrait of one general Muslim entity of oppressed victims. Middle
Eastern feminist studies reject such portrait of the Middle Eastern woman (e.g. Abu- Lughod, Moallem,
Moghaddam, Najmabadi, Kashani-Sabet). In parallel, feminist political ecology explores bottom-up
strategies and counteractions against suppressing economic and political power structures by
marginalised groups from local levels (Rocheleau et al., 1996). The historical and political summary

serves as foundation to concerned female contexts in the Middle East.

Decolonial theory generally contests a “capitalist/patriarchal/western-centric/Christian-centric/
modern/ colonial world-system” (Grosfoguel, 2011: 13), which continues to categorise people by class,
gender, race and religion in order to promote its power structures. Instead, a construction of
epistemologies from the south is demanded and struggles of women are seen as active resistance and not
as situations, in which women play the role of passive victims. Marginalised groups in general are
placed in the centre of social and environmental discussions with the aim of opening discourses for local

alternatives to dominant Western approaches. The ‘oppressive logic’ of ‘colonial modernity’ with regard



to race, gender and sexuality (Lugones, 2010: 743) is criticised. In this manner, feminist political
ecologists are aiming for a more nuanced understanding of the entanglement of racialised and gendered
power (Rocheleau et al. 1996). Regarding the historical and political context of women in Iran, the
decolonial perspective is necessary in this work and helps me to reflect my words and actions during

the process of study and writing.

Interlinking the standpoints of the presented theoretical approaches, I reason that a feminist political
ecology from a decolonial perspective aims to deconstruct the othering of non-Westerners historically
by revealing existing epistemologies and resistances from feminist contexts of the global south to create
new knowledge from the global south to the global north. The global south includes all non-western
contexts, comprising Central and South America, Africa and Asia, as well as indigenous people of North
America, Canada, New Zealand and Australia. In order to understand the multifaceted intersectional
struggles of women against existing power structures, it is necessary to look at them through a lens
which is clear of a universality of European and male hegemonic world views. In this manner, struggles
of local women must be seen within the reality of a world history of colonialism and imperialism. Thus,
the Iranian context is implicit. The struggles of Iranian women against given power structures inside the
political and social spectrum of changing gender relations within steadily transforming ecological and

economic circumstances represent decolonial resistances.

In order to contribute to the debate of gender-related power struggles by widening the angle of
examination through the lens of decolonial feminist political ecology theory, the goal of this study is to
obtain a thorough understanding of the contextual perspectives and knowledge of rural women in qanat-
based farming communities in the resource-scarce environments of the central Iranian deserts. Iranian
rural women as producers of food and commodity products, farmers and as participants of social
movements generally, possess experiences of immense value for Middle Eastern feminist studies and
for decolonial studies. I assume that as major actors of qanat-based communities and as commodity
producers, women are confronted with structural transformations, by which they are affected in other
ways than men, which presumably creates different forms and multiple layers of resistance from their
side. Further, women in these environments, who produce commodities such as carpets and patte
(embroidery handicraft from Kerman Province) can share detailed, historical perceptions of such
transformations and multi-layered structural power mechanisms, which they face in their communities.
Accordingly, these women from qanat-based contexts carry important knowledge, which represent a

vital learning realm for decolonial feminist political ecology research in the Middle Eastern context.



By revealing women’s everyday experiences and resistances, which face patriarchal theocracy, social
restrictions and exploitation, the aim in particular is, to learn about the nature of feminist resistances in
a context of extreme climatic conditions, based on qanat irrigation. Two rural ganat-based farming
communities in the provinces of Yazd and Kerman on the Iranian Central Plateau. which had captured my
interest, allowed me to stay with them and to learn from them. Women from the ages of 15 to 85 are the
main group of participants, and secondly, male participants from the same age range. The majority of
female participants produce carpets or patte and products woven from straw. In the chosen contexts, |

found answers to the following theoretical research questions:

How are epistemologies and resistances from rural Iranian feminist contexts of extreme resource
scarcity shaped? How are these embedded in the history of colonialism and imperialism? How do these

add to decolonial feminist political ecology theory?

By answering the questions below:
1)  What role does the qanat play in the lives of the rural communities?

2)  To what extent does the decrease of ganat water affect rural women economically and
socially?

3)  How are these transformations embedded within power structures and geopolitics?

4)  To what extent do rural Iranian women in desert communities see themselves confronted with
inequalities in their everyday lives?

5)  To what extent do women resist ecological, economic and social inequities?

6) How is the qanat relevant

7)  How far is religion relevant?

In the following chapter, I present the theoretical basis of this work by discussing decolonial feminist

political ecology as the main study field, and its intersection with Middle Eastern feminist studies.

2. Theoretical and conceptual framework — decolonial feminist political ecology

The theoretical framework of this thesis is feminist political ecology theory from a decolonial
standpoint, with the addition of feminist theory. The historical non-existence of women’s struggles and
achievements has long been produced by global silencing of the significance of women’s labour and
networking, and their action against inequalities. Few sources in the literature provide perspectives on
the issues of women, work and resistance in world history. Female labour and resistance continuously

adapt themselves as a result of changing local and world politics, transforming modes of production and
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consumption as well as deteriorating ecological environments. Accordingly, in this chapter, I present the

literature review beginning with a synopsis of feminist political ecology.

2.1. Feminist political ecology

Feminist political ecology examines the concept of gender in the landscape of political ecology
(Hovorka, 2006). The field draws on theories from post-structuralism, cultural ecology and feminist
geography. It takes up with the work of Bina Agarwal, who applies interdisciplinary approaches to the
interrelation of gender, property rights and inequality, stressing that the “gender gap in command over
property” affects the situation of women the most (Agarwal, 1994: 576). Feminist political ecology
distances itself from eco-feminist trends, which see the interconnectedness of all life stemming from
spiritual and biological factors. Instead, the approach investigates effective political and economic
power mechanisms that occur in all levels of the interrelation between humans and the environment
(Rocheleau et al., 1996). Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter and Wangari (1996) laid the foundation for the
field. They combine a feminist perspective with the analysis of ecological, economic and political power
relations in one frame. Gender is not seen as a social variable beside class, ethnicity, race and others, in
relation with power over resource access and control. The field builds on identity, difference and
pluralities of context within environmental struggles and change. In this way, intersectional variables
that shape constructed marginalizing factors as determinants of the control over resources are analysed.
Drawing on Simone de Beauvoir (1949) and Judith Butler (1990), gender differences are not
considered to be biologically rooted, but rather to derive from socially constructed gender roles, which
vary depending on context (culture, class, race, geographical location) and change over time between
individuals and societies. The authors explain that the use of environment and labour patterns is
gendered, and that some environmental deterioration has stronger impacts on women (Rocheleau et al.,
1996). The poorer her social position, the stronger the effects of environmental degradation (Agarwal,

1994; Mies & Shiva, 1995; Rocheleau et al., 1996; Shiva, 1989).

The pluralities of context that Rocheleau et al. (1996) discuss are particularly subject to intersectional
theory or intersectionality, which arose in sociological discourse with the multiracial feminist movement
in the early 1970s (Thompson, 2002): Women of colour criticised radical feminism led by white middle-
class women, opposing the idea that women are one homogenous group with monotonous, universal
experiences. They argue that white middle-class women experience different forms of oppression than
black, poor or disabled women, and therefore cannot represent all women within the feminist movement.

Feminists of colour aimed to understand how systemic injustice and social inequality appear on a

10



multidimensional basis, and bring to light how gender, race and class in combination determine women’s
lives (Davis, 1983; El Saadawi, 1983; hooks, 1990; Lorde, 1968). Intersectional theory (Crenshaw,
1989) looks at social identities that exist in one person and that overlap. The multiple forms of
discrimination, domination and oppression that an individual experiences due to these overlapping
identities are investigated. These intersecting social identities involve gender, race, ethnicity,
nationality, class, sexual orientation, religion, forms of disabilities and illnesses. In social discourses,
intersectional identities are generally not addressed and often come with their own instances of
oppression, domination and discrimination. Laws, policies (Crenshaw, 1991), or public discussions, for

example, map one form of marginalised identity, instead of a multiple intersection of these.

Feminist political ecology aims to understand gender dimensions of such resistances and hegemonic
struggles, concentrating on material and discursive practices of gender-based labour division (Elmhirst,
2011). The research field explores bottom-up strategies in women’s struggle to overcome inequalities
and environmental degradation. The analysis of these power relations brings to light which group is
disadvantaged and what possibilities of counteraction against suppressing economic and political power
structures remain for marginalised groups at local levels. Such an analysis of power relations, for
example, makes ideas of womanhood and manhood more nuanced. It investigates how this marginalizing
is reproduced by institutions, ideologies or religious and cultural practices (Brooks, 2006). Thereby,
feminist political ecology is not restricted to the analysis of gender, but the body as the main focus of
research (Sultana, 2011; Truelove, 2011). The field criticises the simplification of complex development
concerns in the global south, which may lead to ineffective projects by the global north (Roberta
Hawkins, 2012). It is critical of the neo-liberalisation of universities, which encourages a white,
masculine, middle-class anglocentric notion of what it means to be productive during PhD programs, and
thereby reinforces privilege according to gender, race and national privilege (Hawkins et al., 2014).
Alternatives to unrealistic standard expectations through feminist collective action slow scholarship and

ethics of care are explored (Bauhardt and Harcourt, 2019, Mountz et al., 2015).

The relationship between humans and the environment in the chosen context plays a significant role for
the ganat-based communities, who supported this work. The main actors, the rural women, allowed me
to learn about their perspectives on hegemonic struggles in connection to the gender- based labour
division, resource control and politics. This work reveals local counteractions against existing
suppressing economic, political and ecological power relations. The aim is to offer an alternative
viewpoint on the continuing marginalisation of femaleness by maleness, and its legitimisation by

institutions. The groups of women in this study are neither middle class nor urban. As a rare group in
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considerations of feminist theory, their knowledge can widen the perspective of feminist political
ecology theory. Among the pluralities of context within environmental transformation and struggle, the
rural women from the chosen southern contexts help to provide knowledge and normativities from the

global south to the north and from the Middle East to the west.

2.2. Decolonial feminist political ecology

Feminist political ecology examines grassroots strategies in women’s struggles to overcome gender
inequalities and environmental degradation and explores their resistances against suppressive economic
and political power structures at local levels. It thus criticises neoliberal, Eurocentric notions and the
simplification of complex concerns in the global south. Global and domestic political power structures
interrelate with colonialism and imperialism. The two rural global southern communities, which helped
implement this work, are affected by colonialism and imperialism, discussed in Chapter 4. The
knowledge of the women’s bodies offers new non-Eurocentric perspectives as a contribution to feminist
political ecology theory. I argue that the decolonial lens is essential for the conceptual application of a
reasonable feminist political ecology to these contexts, and so I include a literature review of decolonial

theory.

While exploring power mechanisms and the interrelation of nature and culture in the globalised world,
feminist political ecology aims to recognise local knowledge and to deconstruct and rethink normalised
rationalities. The approach of deconstruction founded by Jacques Derrida (1976), among others,
demands breaking down something into its essence in order to understand that its meaning can be
understood in different ways by each person Accordingly, looking at the suppression of women, Bina
Agarwal began criticizing eco-feminist trends in the 1990s, stressing that it cannot be understood
through Western ideologies and perspectives. For a better understanding, contextual investigations are
required, in which women’s everyday interactions with their environment are shaped by historic-
materialistic circumstances of politics and economy (Agarwal, 1994). On the one hand, decolonial
theory draws on Bina Agarwal and post-colonial thinkers such as Frantz Fanon (1925-1961) and
Edward Said (1935-2003), whose theories were based in India and Palestine as consequences of 18%
century Europe enlightenment (Mignolo, 2011). On the other hand, decolonial theory is historically and
politically based on the colonisation of America and the European Renaissance, the author explained.
Both theories, having emerged in different geographical, social and historical contexts, criticise colonial
rule and the othering of non-Western contexts. Decolonial thinking particularly originates with Latin

American scholars, such as Arturo Escobar, Walter Mignolo, Ramon Grosfoguel, Gloria Anzaldua,
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Eduardo Gudynas and Enrique Dussel. While decolonial theory is influenced by post-colonial thinking,
the difference between the two theories is that decolonial theory underlines the fact that ‘coloniality of
power’ has not ended with colonialism (Quijano, 2000). Further, decolonial theory criticises post-
colonial theory for being rooted in a Cartesian dualism that creates a binary opposition between
discourse/economy and subject/structure. The argument is that culture and political economy cannot be
seen as stemming from each other, but are interlinked (Castro-Gomez, 2007). Therefore, some
decolonial thinkers even suggest decolonizing post-colonialism (ibid, 2007). Decolonial theory contests
a “capitalist/patriarchal/western-centric/Christian-centric/modern/ colonialworld-system (Grosfoguel,
2011: 13), which continues to categorise people by class, gender, race and religion in order to promote its
power structures. Decolonial theory therefore demands a transformation of Eurocentric epistemologies,
stressing the importance of the production of knowledge in different, local geopolitical contexts. By
giving bodily experiences involved in the production of knowledge a central place, proponents of
decolonial theory support a serious rethink of social sciences and methods. Therefore, a
“transformation” of the existing hierarchies (Grosfoguel, 2007: 9) within the “historical- structural
heterogenous totality called the ‘colonial power matrix’” is proposed (ibid, 2011: 13). Decolonial theory
places marginalised groups in the centre of social and environmental discussions and opens discourses
for local contextualised alternatives to dominant Western development approaches. Accordingly,
international development projects often replace colonialism and cultural imperialism by aiming for the
construction of the “underdeveloped third world”, referring to Central and South America, Africa and

Asia.

In order to deconstruct the universal application of colonial thinking, a perception of the momentous
complex processes is necessary, which engulfs contexts (Escobar, 2008). In Central and South America,
decolonial discourses and movements in that regard enabled indigenous peoples to co- decide political
issues as discourse-leading actors. In Ecuador and Bolivia, for example, requests of indigenous people
reached constitutional status (Gudynas, 2011). Tuhiwai Smith, the leading theorist on decolonisation of
Maori in New Zealand in her book Decolonizing Methodologies (1999) analyses impacts of Western
scholarly research on colonialisation and indigenous cultures. Maldonado-Torres, in the fields of Latino
and Caribbean studies and comparative literature, deals with decolonializing struggles and the
coloniality of power, thematizing Latin-American responses to neoliberal globalisation and war (2008),
as well as the political relevance of various contexts in which decolonial thought is being developed
(2011). Villalba (2013) deals with alternative development and alternatives to development from Latin-

American indigenous perspectives. Alberto Acosta (2014) analyses how cultural and historic differences
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intersect with views on power, knowledge and capital in critical realities of people from multilingual

contexts.

In this manner, feminist political ecologists are aiming for a more nuanced understanding of the
entanglement of racialised and gendered power, as was suggested in the early years of feminist political
ecology by Rocheleau et al. (1996). Lugones, feminist philosopher and author of Decolonial Feminism
(2010), criticises the use of hierarchical dichotomies and categorical logic, in which only homogenised
categories such as ‘women’ or ‘black’ exist. The author describes this as the ‘oppressive logic’ of
‘colonial modernity’ with regard to race, gender and sexuality (Lugones: 743). Mollet and Faria (2013)
criticise feminist political ecology for keeping the mutual constitution of gender and race “understudied
and on the margins”. The authors argue that people of the global south do not live in different worlds or
contexts from western scholars, but that the racist structures and inequalities by which southern lives are
shaped, at the same time shape western lives. People of the global south are subject to racialised and
gendered relationships of power. Therefore, Mollet and Faria argue that race, in a global context, cannot
be dismissed, and context is shaped by the colonial aftermath. As feminist political ecology focuses on
context, it has to pay attention to racist power structures in the realm of environmental politics, which
may open a more critical analysis of control, distribution and access to natural resources in relation to
marginalisation mechanisms. Further, feminist political ecology research has recently shifted away
from women’s vulnerabilities and the silencing of gendered and subaltern knowledges to underline the
significance of social movements, women’s embodied practices, collaborative action and evolving
social and environmental movements (Buechler & Hanson, 2015). Drawing on Lugones’ concept of
gender coloniality, Mendoza (2016) views anticolonial feminist theories in relation to the schools of
anticolonial thinking, postcolonial and decolonial theory, which analyse the power relations between
the colonisers and the colonised. Mendoza compares theoretical arguments with political projects in
relation with intersectionality, post- and decolonial feminism. Recently, feminist political ecology
scholars increasingly position themselves as politicised feminists in their research, which is reflected in
their analysis and writing (Harcourt and Nelson, 2015). Feminist political ecology criticises western
approaches and underlines the necessity to recognise other epistemologies pointing to decoloniality, and
to rethink identities and dualisms (ibid). The aim of feminist political ecology generally is to challenge
hegemonic masculinist epistemologies by research in the global south to reproduce knowledge in higher
education of the global north (Harcourt, 2019). Intersectional feminist political ecological resistances
with a decolonial approach aim to understand structural linkages between continuing realities of

coloniality, which produce violent land loss, disembodiment and deworlding, with social practices and
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institutions of decolonial resistance (Nirmal, 2017). In the two villages, which participated in this study,
people lose their arable lands due to water scarcity caused by poor governmental resource management,

the influence of occupying powers and power structures deriving from land ownership.

Together, both decolonial theory and feminist political ecology demand putting aside the notion of a
universality of European and male hegemonic world views, and instead allow for the construction of
epistemologies from the south, that is all non-western contexts, comprising Central and South America,
Africa and Asia, as well as indigenous people of North America, Canada, New Zealand and Australia.
Thus, the Iranian context is implicit. Even though Iran was never a direct political colony of an
imperialist power, the repeated Anglo-Soviet occupation of Iran and the interference of U.S.
administrations in Iranian politics had significant impacts on the Iranian economy, history, culture and
language. This will be discussed further in Chapter 4. These events impacted economy, history, culture
and language in parts of the state up to the present. Additionally, events in modern history, which are
related to Islamism and US-centric media affect people from “Muslim” contexts in the west. Within
such reality, people, who are read as Muslims, continuously get into the position where they must
deconstruct western abstract ideas on the respective contexts, particularly the Middle East. That includes
Iranians, which in turn involves my personal history and everyday life in the diaspora as well. A
feminist political ecology from a decolonial perspective aims to historically deconstruct such othering
and simplifications by revealing existing epistemologies from feminist contexts of the global south in
order to create a new knowledge flow to the global north. Accordingly, this work aims to produce this

kind of knowledge from resource-scarce desert environments of the global south.

The next chapter deals with critical feminist theories relevant for this work.

2.3. Feminist theory on female labour, gendered spaces and women’s activism

In the Iranian context, throughout history, women participated in the economy, yet mostly in informal
work. Both in the private and public spheres a gender-based labour division was generally implemented.
Dependent on the governmental era, additionally a spatial gender division took place. The women
commodity producers who participated in this work, are almost entirely occupied in the informal sector.
In the two rural communities, they producers play an important role in the village economies and
beyond. In part, the women are also farmers. Work is divided according to gender- based tasks: women
solely work in their houses and within the villages, while living in resource- scarce environments with
male hegemonic structures. Accordingly, this chapter introduces feminist theories on women’s work,

its contribution to economy, gendered spaces and women’s activism against patriarchal structures. The
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aim is to build a theoretical background to the rural context of this study.

The historical silencing of women’s labour and activism, as well as women’s exploitation, is dealt with
by feminist scholars from different fields of study. Feminist historian Sheila Rowbotham (1992, 1973),
as one of the founders of women'’s history, asks why women were “hidden from history”. Gayatri Spivak
(1985), co-founder of post-colonial studies, critiques the fact that marginalised groups within hegemonies
are not listened to. She opposes western feminism, which she states, does not consider subaltern
women’s groups, asking “can the subaltern speak?”. She has expanded the field of post-colonial studies
by subaltern studies. Silvia Federici (1975) in her argumentation against the general perception that
housework is not work, rejects the female role that capital has imposed on women and defined as natural
in order to maintain its power. The scholar demands wages for housework even if that means linking it
to an acceptance of the capitalist system. Yet, Federici argues, this first step needs to be taken against
unequal gender roles, arguing that workers, even if they are manipulated and exploited, at least have
their work recognised. In a global analysis of the question “Why housework was not paid” under
capitalism (Mies, 1986: vii), Maria Mies coined the term housewifization (Mies, 1986: x), the process
of tying women to the house and treating them as a fair good by making their work invisible and
naturalizing it. Coinciding with Federici’s demands, the author criticises the non-recording of women’s
work in gross domestic product and the definition of paid labour as exclusively masculine, while
women’s waged work was perceived as supplementary. She argues that women’s unpaid work
subsidised male wages and contributed to capital accumulation. Influenced by Marxist thought, she
criticises the classic Marxist view that women’s oppression stems from capitalist systems, which
excludes women from productive labour, and which can be overcome by unified activism for
employment. The oppression, she argues, is created by a political economy of capitalist patriarchy, which
exploits women. Patriarchal exploitation of women’s labour and women’s bodies is built by gender-
based labour, and the exploitation of productive labour is only possible through that of non-productive
labour. Thereby, it is not only women’s housework and childcare that is exploited, but other forms of
women’s work as well, for example, in the capitalist production of commodities. Accordingly, women’s
work is degraded or ignored by being defined as informal, unproductive or as leisure time activity.
Women are systematically excluded from productive economic sectors and pushed into less paid, more
labour-intense, irregular work in informal sectors such as handicraft production from home or putting-

out systems.

Women’s disadvantage in the labour market stems from the facts that the disproportionate involvement
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of women in non-regular work is increasing (Moghadam, 1998), and that the increase of employment
rates through a “feminization of labour” will not benefit women, due to gender-based work segregation
and lower wages, as well as the lack of a redistribution of domestic and child-care responsibilities
(Moghadam, 1998: 13). From a global context, it is underlined that the tying of women to the house,
the “patriarchal gender contract” is not related to Islamic culture but to a cross- cultural affair of gender
relations, since the division of labour appears in writings of British historians, who link housewifization
with capitalist developments in England (Moghadam, 2003: 1, 1998: 9). The author suggests that
education is the key to women gaining access to the labour force and being less vulnerable to poverty.
The rise of a skilled female labour force benefits economies, since it will cause growth in national
income. To overcome obstacles of non-education and illiteracy, NGOs, according to Moghadam, play

a significant role (1998).

Some scholars strictly separate the public and the private spheres. Federici (2004), for example, argues
that with industrialisation in Europe by the 19th century, the privatisation of land and the hedging of the
commons, people were enclosed physically in the house, which in turn led to social enclosure. People
were dissocialised and decollectivized from the community to the family and from the public space to
the private space. That separation of public and private spheres has created the sexist division of labour
(Federici, 2004) “contributed to work and hiding and rationalising women’s exploitation in the family
and the home” (Federici, 2019: 4). Yet many scholars oppose drawing a rigid line between the public
and private spheres. They suggest that the traditional western liberal demarcation of the two spheres is
not a useful lens for understanding dynamics in the society (Suad Joseph, 1997). The boundaries are
porous and fluid, and are sites of power struggles, partly due to the centrality of patriarchal kinship
structures (ibid). Further, other authors dismiss an opposed public/private binary, in which the private
is presented as a sphere of deprivation, and they stand for a more fluid concept (hooks, 1990; Young,
2005). Authors argue that the housewifization processes and gender segregation have created female
spheres of collective action. Home can constitute a political site of resistance and a site to construct a
self-conscious identity, for example, “historically, African American people believed that the
construction of a home place, however fragile and tenuous...had a radical political dimension, one’s
home place was the site, where one could freely confront the issue of humanisation, where one could
resist” (hooks 1990: 42). Instead of an oppressive sphere, Young (2005) underlined that the home and
homemaking have a liberating function by pointing to her own experience as a child of a single

nonconformist mother in the 1950s.

Instead of focusing on the exclusion of women from the public sphere, Yadav (2010) underlines the
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significance of private space, suggesting that it should not be considered separate from the public. In
locations which have experienced gender segregation and Islamisation in the public sphere, the private
space is viewed as an empowering sphere (ibid). While Islam is often viewed as limiting women and
their opportunities for political activism, in fact, Islamisation has been brought about in part through the
activism of women (ibid). Future research would have to consider the relationship between the private
and the public, and how women can gain increased access through expanding the traditionally private

space (ibid).

Alongside loud and visible rebellions, riots, marches, revolutions or other collective confrontational
expressions of resistance, the concept of “everyday resistance” (James Scott, 1985) deals with different
kinds of resistance. According to this theory, in order to circumvent repressive domination, subaltern
groups show certain common behaviour such as foot-dragging, slander, avoidance, or sarcasm. This
kind of resistance is quiet and seemingly invisible and becomes part of politics through the everyday
life of the subaltern. Subaltern studies, as a post-colonial rewriting of history from India and South Asia,
draw on Scott’s work (Adnan, 2007; Kelley, 1992; Ludden, 2002; Sivaramakrishnan, 2005; Smyth &
Grijns, 1997). The field of everyday resistance has been expanded with views on the effectiveness of
resistance (Korovkin, 2000), on resistance in the workspace (Tucker, 1993), on underground resistance
that becomes public resistance (Adnan, 2007), on resistance against violence and oppression in the
private (McGee, 2017; Wade, 1997) or on queer spaces (Heynen, 2018; Myslik, 1996;). Everyday
resistance studies often concern groups such as women, queer people, poorly- educated workers and
peasants, migrants and minorities, and the Palestinian situation, but also other fields such as stigma-

related resistance (Buseh & Stevens, 2006; Zaijcek & Koski, 2003).

Everyday resistances in the private, the semi-private and the public spheres take place with the aim of
circumventing repressive domination of the most different shapes. Looking at women and men in an
Egyptian Bedouin community, Lila Abu-Lughod (1998) calls their resistance a practice of “a kind of
double resistance”, on the one hand against the demands of the elders in a kin-based authoritarian system
and on the other hand, inside a Westernised capitalist state (Abu-Lughod, 1998: 52). Dynamics of
resistance and power in societies of multiple systems of power need to be understood (Abu-Lughod,
1998) as contemporary notions of liberation, freedom, equality and rights are complex (Abu-Lughod,
2002). Science should move beyond reductionist theories of power and away from the logic that
resistance does not mean the fall or partial failure of a system of power (ibid). In various local and
everyday resistances, a range of specific strategies and structures of power exist. Women wearing

modest Islamic clothing, for example, which resists traditional Islamic dress codes and yet leaves them
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unapproachable in terms of morality. Islamic movements are a culturally and historically shaped
response within “fields of overlapping and intersecting forms of subjection, whose effects on particularly
placed individuals at particular historical moments vary tremendously” (Abu-Lughod, 1998: 53). Abu-
Lughod (2002) states that women in Muslim societies are critical of conservative Islamic traditionalism,
and simultaneously hold a critical view of dogmatizing Western secular liberalism. The sole association
of women’s subordination with Islamic ideology is not seen as logical (ibid). Women under authoritarian
regimes have different ways of resisting, negotiating, and circumventing gender discrimination (Bayat,
2013). Feminist Middle Eastern studies continue to deepen social and historic research on gender in
relation to work, the state, law, religion and feminist movements and modernisation (Lee et al., 2018).
Recently, women’s relationships with and portrayal in new and old media platforms, social media
activism (Eltantawi, 2013) and the impact of digital technologies on different life spheres has been
investigated. Social and political change is found to be reflected in women’s cyber-activism, their citizen
journalism and self-organisation (Geytanchi and Moghadam, 2014) and also addressed as ‘silent online
revolutions’ (Bernardi, 2019). The fifteenth anniversary of the Middle Eastern Women’s Studies Journal
(JMEWS) in 2019 and its parent organisation, the Middle Eastern Studies Association, founded by Suad
Joseph, displays that the field of feminist studies with a focus on the Middle East is young but growing.
Yet little written work is to be found on Iranian women, especially on women workers, women’s
activism, or women’s voices and similar issues in Iran, particularly in non-Farsi languages. The number
of significant critical authors who deal with politics, social, economic, historic, and psychological views
on events in Iran, leave blank the pages on women and work, notably subaltern women (e.g. Bayat,
1989; Dabashi, 2013, 2015; Issawi, 1971; Keddie, 2006; Najmabadi, 2005; Tavakoli-Targhi, 2000).
Further, historical studies on women in Iran, mainly begin with the 1905-1911 Constitutional
Revolution period, the end of the Qajar Dynasty, except for a small range of literature (Dabashi, 2015;
Najmabadi, 2005; Tavakoli-Targhi, 2001). More data exists on post-Constitutional Revolution events
such as the Pahlavi era, the 1979 Islamic Revolution and post-revolution events, such as the 1999 student
uprising or the beginning of the 2009 green movement. A few authors deal with women workers in Iran
in historical reappraisals (Afary, 1996; Afshar, 1996; Bauer, 1983; Moghadam, 1998; Najmabadi, 1998;

Paidar, 1995; Povey, 2001, 2015, 2016; Povey & Rostami-Povey, 2010a, 2016; Poya, 1999; Szuppe,
2003).

This work aims to add to the theoretical debate presented above by providing access to knowledge of
women from a context which is underrepresented in contemporary literature. Thereby it offers a new,
women’s perspective on Iran regarding water scarcity, resource access, transformations, equality and

gender roles to add to the construction of new epistemologies from the global south in line with
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decolonial theory deconstructing Western universality. Since the two rural communities are based on a
qanat-based agriculture, which functions by collective action and commoning, it is relevant to

understand approaches to collective resource management, introduced in the next chapter.

2.4. Feminist political ecology on collective action and commoning

Qanats do not represent a direct water resource. They are a means of water transport, providing water
from a water source. Yet, qanats are often the main water providers for rural communities, which
maintain and manage them collectively. In the two rural communities of this study, the qanat plays a
major role in the lives of the local communities. One aim of this thesis is to study the relationship
between women and the qanats, as well as the power structures in relation to collective qanat
management. For this reason, this chapter presents the approaches of feminist political ecology, feminist

studies and decolonial theory on collective action and communing.

Common property resources are natural resources which are not owned by any private individual and are
used and managed collectively by one or several communities. These resources are used for the common
welfare of their stakeholders whose livelihoods depend on them. These resources can include bodies
of water, fisheries, or grazing lands (Gaur et al., 2018). They are different from public goods and include
open-access resources, as well as common property resources as opposed to private property resources.
Common-pool resources are defined as “sufficiently large that it is difficult (but not impossible) to define
recognised users and exclude other users altogether”, whereby each person’s use “subtracts benefits that
others might enjoy”. (Ostrom 1990: 30) Commoning means the processes of making and remaking the
commons (Federici, 2011; 2019), which interlink the relations of commoners — stakeholders of a
common-pool resource (Linebaugh, 2009) — and social arrangements among the actors, the resource and
other non-human users. If left without any external authoritarian influence, people develop diverse
institutional arrangements to regulate use of the resource by investing time in maintenance and repair,
political economist Elinor Ostrom, a major contributor to the collective management approach, found
(Ostrom, 1999; Ostrom et al., 1993, 2009). Users control each other’s behaviour for fair distribution
amongst all, while avoiding the collapse of their resource base. Ostrom criticises other approaches that
view stakeholders as non-cooperative, static, passive and unable to change given regulations (Ostrom,
1990, 2009). Ostrom et al. (1999) noted that during commoning, the mutual cooperation between the
actors alters the yield of the prisoner’s dilemma (not ending in a tragedy as suggested by Hardin, 1968)
resulting in an equilibrium outcome. State law and policy can thus constitute threats to local commoning

(Ostrom, 1990: 175-178). It has been suggested that natural resource management, which does not
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actively incorporate the users of the local resources, will ultimately fail (Bromley & Cernea, 1989). For
decades, Ostrom has urged public policy to gain a better understanding of self-regulating cooperative
actions, instead of creating institutionalised standard solutions for individual local problems of
collective property. In order to understand collective behaviour, the author focuses on rational choice
theory (Ostrom, 1999, 2007, 2009), which offers a framework for understanding social behaviour. This
is based on the notion that a cumulative social behaviour results from the single behaviours of individual
actors, each of whom make their own decisions based on their own goals (Blume & Easley, 2006, 2008;
Boudon, 2009, 2003; Hindmoor & Taylor, 2015; Sen, 2017). Research on collective management of the
commons increasingly steers the focus on the act of commoning, instead of the commons, as the subject
of analysis (Bollier and Helfrish, 2015; Linebaugh, 2008) and as a post-capitalist alternative (Bollier
and Helfrish, 2015; Gibson-Graham et al., 2016).

Silvia Federici (2019) maps the destruction of the commons by privatisation in the system of capitalist
accumulation and identifies land expropriation as the “precondition for both a commercialized
agriculture and a wage-dependent” working class (36). In this work, one rural community does not lose
their land due to expropriation but loses arable land due to water loss. Dealing with commons from a
feminist perspective, she states that for the economic survival of humans, women and indigenous people
need to play a leading role in expanding the commons. Federici views collectives with commons as an
autonomous space, where control lies in the hands of the commoners, workers’ bodies can be free from
hierarchies, and capitalist organisation of life and labour can be challenged. Federici states that in their
role as unpaid housewives, women were more dependent on access to commons, which is why they
have been negatively impacted disproportionally by privatisation and shortages. The author relates the
fact that women are housewives to capitalist accumulation, which structurally depends on “the free
appropriation of immense quantities of labour...like unpaid domestic work of women”. As a
consequence of commercialisation and the globalisation of land and knowledge, essential knowledge,
which women’s bodies possess, is erased. Accordingly, “grassroots women’s communalism today”
produces new realities and a collective identity with a force “in the home and the community and opens
a process of self-valorisation and self-determination” (108). According to Federici, counteraction
against the global capitalist system can only be effective if separation of gender, race and ethnicity are
overcome. In this regard, the collective work of the women in one community will reveal highly

interesting outcomes.

Drawing on ecological and autonomist Marxist feminisms (Federici, 2012; Mies, 2014; Shiva, 2005)

and post-capitalist forms of economic community cooperation (Gibson-Graham et al., 2013), studies on
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natural resource management are linked to studies of commoning. Post-capitalist feminist political
ecology among others, contemplates women-led community cooperatives (Sato and Soto Alarcon,
2019). Similarly, post-capitalist political ecology concerns multispecies community practices with the
aim of surviving in damaged (Haraway, 2016; Tsing et al. 2017; Gibson et al. 2018, Sato and Soto
Alarcon, 2019) and contested habitats. In this context indigenous custodianship of water resource
management has been found to be successful (Chen et al., 2018). Feminist political ecology scholars
deal with struggles over land loss as result of climate change, environmental degradation and land
grabbing. They look at livelihood, detecting future possibilities from everyday resistances against land
loss and displacement with a multi-scalar, micropolitical, differentiated lens. Their aim is to improve
the alignment of theory with real practice of the experience and contesting of displacement (Vaz-Jones,
2018). With further regard to water resource management, feminist political ecology examines the
relations between global environmental change, gender and vulnerable waterscapes, thus underlining
normative gender discourses and their impact on rural and urban water mismanagement. In this focus
stands the impact in recent political and ecological climate contexts and their interlinkage with changing
demands for water resources and how these affect livelihoods and existing equalities (Buechler and
Hanson, 2015). Destructive utilisation by a dominant group of commoners and the resulting degradation
of common resources causes decreases in income for other users. As a solution, research suggests
involving working class people in decision-making processes for collaborative resource management
by all commoners and the government (Wulandari et al., 2018). Authors propose that a revitalisation of
common property resources is crucial for protecting livelihoods and women’s bodies (Hartcourt, 2017;
Hartcourt and Escobar, 2005; Sato and Soto Alarcon, 2019) and to improve conditions in arid micro-

climatic locations (Gaur et al. 2018).

Observing commoning in the Iranian context, a study in Ardabil, Iran, suggests that collective action
needs to take place according to local characteristics and not at the state level. Yet due to the large
number of users and the depletion of groundwater resources, common-pool resource management needs
to be reinstalled gradually: 1) by financial government support to farmers; 2) on the local village level
with supervisors from the community; and 3) by awarding sustainable and penalizing excessive water
use (Azizi et al., 2017). For government support regarding gender equality and commoning, scholars
demand the application of feminist political ecology on the macro-level as a knowledge base for

government assistance programs (Nam, 2018).

In Chapter 2 to this point, current approaches of feminist political ecology, feminist and Middle Eastern

feminist studies as well as decolonial theory have been surveyed. Whether through protests, revolutions
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or everyday resistances, this work concentrates on narratives about these issues by women from rural
qanat-based micro-contexts. Feminist political ecology addresses the relationship between global
environmental change, gender and waterscapes. The water supply resource, the ganat, is used as a
common good and a tool for work. The rights and regulations of stakeholders within the commoning
structures are clear, and access to water is crucial for the work and lives of the locals. Learning more
about this resource will shed light on normative gender discourses and their impact on water
management, and vice versa. Further, this work investigates how the decrease in available water and
access to it affects livelihoods and existing inequalities, and how these inequities in turn shape
resistances in rural qanat-based micro-contexts. The collective work of the women in one community

will reveal a successful means of resistance for the commons.

Chapter 2.5. presents approaches of feminist theory on women’s struggles and resistances applied to

the Iranian macro-context. The discussion is conducted along the lines of decolonial theory.

2.5. A decolonial feminist view on the Persian carpet and resistances of women

The women from Iranian rural contexts who participated in this study are commodity producers, many of
whom are active or retired carpet weavers. Accordingly, this chapter presents the theoretical status quo
of feminist studies on Iran, including a study on the production, sale and representation of Persian carpets

linked to colonialism.

Decolonial theory demands the construction of epistemologies from the south. Minoo Moallem (2005)
argues that although Iran was never a direct colony, Iranian elites started seeing themselves as the other
through the lens of Europeans. At the end of the Qajar era, a secular nationalism began to develop, in
which orientalist roles of gender, race and sexuality were reproduced (Moallem 2005), among others
through commercial capitalism (Moallem, 2008). In this regard, Moallem (2018) continues her work,
investigating how the Persian carpet developed into an exotic Orientalia desired by collectors, and as a
result to a modern transnational commodity along the formation of a state identity. The author argues
that the formation of a nation state cannot be separated from the transnational context of colonial
modernity, in which characters of nations are invented by cultural differences. In the process of building
such cultural differences, commodity culture plays an important role. A nation is constructed and
represented by its commodities through mass media and commercial culture. Resulting from the Qajar’s
(and later the Pahlavis’) desire for European modernity, colonial relations were established through the
circulation of commodities (Moallem, 2008). Iranian imports and exports were affected and controlled

by European standards and requirements (ibid). Due to the competition from British colonies and an
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increased demand of carpets by Westerners, particularly from Britain and the US, Persian carpet
production was enhanced (ibid). Moallem discusses how Persian carpets first were considered luxury
items resulting from the circulation of orientalist paintings and photography as representative for
Persianness during the Qajar era (ibid). Further, the author explains how the carpets became a commodity
with orientalist meaning and a mass product, for example through display in Hollywood films,
advertisements in the US or in exhibitions by the early 20th century (ibid). The author (2008) defines
Persian carpets as civilisational commodities, arguing how Orientalist commodities such as the Persian
carpet function to characterise the Orient and the Occident as opposing with clear boundaries of
differences in culture and civilisation between East and West, the primitive and the modern. And the
more the Persian carpet was perceived as different and mythical, the more the desire for it rose as an
object for consumption. The process of aestheticizing, circulating and consuming of the Persian carpet,
Moallem (2008) calls “commodity aesthetics” (15) and the act of consumerism as a communitarian act,
which is less conscious and rather motivated by the effect of imagined community, “affective

consumption” (125).

The scholar explains how, after the 1979 revolution this imagined character of the Iranian nation
presented by the Persian carpet then develops to “affective nationalism” (Moallem, 2008: 107) that first,
made the carpet a major part of the home decoration among the domestic and diasporic Iranians and then
transformed to a symbol, which represents the nation in the eyes of the world. Accordingly, what had
begun as a nation that presented itself as carpet producer had become a “nation as carpet” (ibid: 125).
As amajor part of her work, Moallem (2008) displays the exploitation and exoticisation of female labour
along the process. The author shows how feminised labour eroticised the carpets and naturalises the
labour that produces it. She argues that the commodification of the Persian carpet goes along with the
“transnationalization of exploitive labour” (ibid: 74). Moallem (2000) states that the commodification
of the carpets was not only successful because the exploitation of female labour was concealed, but also
because the carpet production is presented as spectacle in order to promote sales numbers. Rural and
tribal carpet weavers are presented as primitive and unskilled. The portrayal of the female workers as
helpless and oppressed in a patriarchal religious culture, created aesthetic value by media and the market,
supported the exoticisation and feminisation of poverty, which needs to be developed and saved by the
Western consumer. Moallem argues that signs of class, race and gender display themselves in the
relationship that a subject has with a commodity. For example, Iranian identity is not only reflected in
the identification of the Western male from the elite class with the carpet as a signifier of class and ethnic

distinction, but also by the bazaris (bazar merchnats) as male elites controlling the networks of
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distributors and weavers.

Moallem (2005) further argues that since after the Islamic Revolution, Iran is viewed as a feminised
body and the Islamic ideology creates a new masculinity of the “warrior brother”, while women with re-
imposed hijab are submissive “veiled sisters”. This evokes a gender solidarity between the sexes,
creating a “unified Islamic community” (Moallem, 2005: 28). For a transnational perspective on
feminism, it is necessary to recognise the heterogeneity of women’s specific local historical subjectivity
(Moghadam, 2000b). It is counterproductive of global feminists to see women as victimised and
oppressed by patriarchy regardless of their context, and that a need for a global sisterhood is created by
Western feminists’ view of the “suffering body of ‘the other’ — the mutilated African woman, ..., the
veiled body of the Muslim woman, and the constrained body of the Chinese woman” (Moallem, 2005:
167-168). In general, alongside women’s resistances in Iranian history, women have learned to deal
with patriarchal and patrimonial (Tohidi, 2016) political systems, whether secular or religious. They
have found strategies to circumvent rules and regulations with their own forms of resistance, and
alternately embraced and challenged new government rules imposed on them in changing economic and
political circumstances (Kashani-Sabet, 2005), political trends and cultural contexts at national and
international level (Tohidi, 2016). The existence of women’s movements in Iran is contested, denied
and labelled as Western influence by conservative clerics (Kashani-Sabet, 2005). Yet steps towards
equality have been achieved through resistance by daily practices in the public space of work, higher
education, art, music, sports or political offices (Bayat, 2013) and by activism (Alikarimi, 2019).
Accordingly, women have managed to achieve significant shifts in gender dynamics by presenting
themselves as public players. It is suggested that women have reinstated equal education with men and
reformed their legal rights, improving employment, empowering themselves and changing gender
attitudes in society (Bayat, 2013), and have successfully challenged the gender-biased legal system
(Alikarimi, 2019). Their appearance in public, according to the author, also advanced interpretations of
Islam towards more inclusive, egalitarian, and women-centred notions. Other authors underline that
women do not have gender equality at all: it is the Islamic Iranian State which creates this impression

(Moghadam, 2000b).

Elaheh Rostami-Povey works on women, labour and activism with regard to Iranian (2012, 1999) and
Afghani (2013, 2007) women, dealing with matters of work, education, oppression and resistance.
Building on Abu-Lughod’s (1998) argumentation, Tara Povey and Elaheh Rostami-Povey (2016) state
that feminist knowledge production is diverse, and that the historical and geographical locations of

gender relations and feminist knowledge production need to be considered in order to understand the
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complex process of women’s liberation. The scholars argue that theory needs to acknowledge that
different historical circumstances and global injustices lead to diverse forms of women’s struggles.
Understanding this diversity does not mean relativizing culture but accepting the existence of different
forms of women’s struggles for rights and liberation within their context (Povey and Rostami-Povey,
2016). Suleymani (2018) reveals the realities of Azerbaijani women activists, who face racism and
sexism both within their own ‘semi-colonized’ communities and from people with Persian ethnicity
(Suleymani, 2018, 7). The author deals with the obstacles of activist women in that context. She suggests
that mainstream Iranian and transnational feminist activism are complicit in marginalising minority
groups, since they are unable to fully capture the voices of local minority communities. Further, identity
dilemmas of an Azerbaijani Turk community in Iran complicate local feminist activism. Accordingly, it
is necessary to observe from a wider angle and to involve economic circumstances and changes in gender
relations. “Iranian women’s voices are important to what is traditionally understood as feminism”

(Povey & Rostami-Povey, 2016: 8).

Tara Povey (2016), investigating impacts of Western foreign policies, international sanctions and neo-
liberalist developments since the revolution in 1979, found that local non-Western women’s
organisations are impacted by global and domestic politics (Povey, 2016). While Western policy has
claimed to support women’s causes against a “conservative theocratic state”, it has made it more
difficult for women to organize, Povey states (ibid: 12). Further, the sanctions regime has harmed
ordinary Iranians. While neoliberal politics have made a conservative political pro-regime elite richer at
the expense of the majority, theocratic forces have been strengthened both materially and ideologically,
which has greatly affected working class and middle-class women. Additionally, the portrayal of the
Middle East as conservative and religious, which need to be liberated by the West, harms campaigns
around gender and sexuality in Iran. For this reason, domestic women’s organisations work

independently from foreign agencies (Povey 2016).

Despite Moallem (2005, 2008) and Suleymani (2018) drawing their argumentation from post-colonial
theory, their arguments coincide with decolonial theory proposals, which partly stem from a revision of
post-colonial theory, as presented in Chapter 2.2. Moghadam (2000a, 2000b), Rostami-Povey and Povey
(2016), Povey (2016), do not mention the term: their statements correspond with the notion of a
decolonial feminist political ecology. The struggles of women against given power structures inside the
political and social spectrum of changing gender relations within steadily transforming ecological and
economic circumstances, influenced by foreign powers and epistemologies, represent decolonial

resistances. In order to understand the multifaceted intersectional struggles of women, it is necessary to
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view them through a lens which is clear of Western hegemonic perspectives. In this manner, from a
decolonial standpoint, struggles of local women must be seen within the reality of a world history of
colonialism and imperialism. At the same time, decolonial studies look at the struggles of women as
resistance and not as situations of passive oppressed victims. Feminist political ecology aims to explore
women'’s local struggles to overcome inequalities and environmental degradation. The analysis of given
power relations in this thesis brings to light if women are in a disadvantaged position, and what
possibilities of resistance against suppressive economic and political power structures exist for them at
local levels, this thesis brings to light how women are in a disadvantaged position, and what possibilities

of resistance against suppressive economic and political power structures exist for them at local levels.

As aresult of the discussion in Chapter 2, I argue that Iranian women’s rural contexts must be integrated
more strongly into feminist political ecology, Middle Eastern feminist studies, decolonial theory and
common pool resource theory. With the aim of achieving the best possible quality of outcomes,
conceptual instruments are derived from these fields of study and viewed through decolonial feminist
political ecology lens. The approach of the empirical study through this lens seems most appropriate
for generating a profound understanding of the setting in order to find answers to the research questions:
How are epistemologies and resistances from rural Iranian feminist contexts of extreme resource
scarcity shaped? How are these embedded in the history of colonialism and imperialism? How do these
add to decolonial feminist political ecology theory? The above-mentioned feminist and decolonial
concepts on how to approach Middle Eastern contexts or those from the global south, and particularly
the necessity to be aware of historical and political circumstances, have been considered in this study.
According to decolonial feminist political ecology and common property resource theory, this thesis
contextualises the impacts of domestic and foreign occupation, U.S. interference, the Islamic revolution,
environmental degradation and commodity production, as well as the impacts of these events on the lives
of Iranian women. Further, it embeds into that context the perspective of rural women from two very
specific geographical and geopolitical locations of the Iranian Highlands, by listening to the women’s
narrations on how they manage work, education, oppression and resistance. The aim is to learn from the
women how far — as farmers and commodity producers in the informal sector of handicraft production
— they have experienced the systematic and sexist labour division and other forms of marginalisations
in their work and everyday life. From the carpet producers among them for example, the aim is to hear
about their experiences during the process of the commodification of the Persian carpet as exotic
Orientalia in the West and how payment issues were handled. Acquiring knowledge from the rural

women of the qanat-based desert contexts and answering the research questions will contribute to
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decolonial feminist political ecology theory.

In Chapter 3, I present the applied research methods for the study.

3. Applied research methods in the field
I conducted two case studies in two villages of different provinces on the Iranian Highlands. In the
village of Kharanaq in Yazd Province, I worked for three months from the summer of 2014 to the

autumn of 2016, and in the village of Shafiabad in Kerman Province for two months, from the spring of

2017 to the spring of 2019.

As qanat-based rural communities shaped by patriarchal traditionalism, which actively apply
commoning in a harsh environment of resource scarcity, the two villages have been identified as highly
interesting for answering the research questions. In an environment of water scarcity, applied collective
ganat management and male hegemonic structures, these communities are pertinent in finding answers
to the conceptual questions of how epistemologies and resistances from rural Iranian feminist contexts
are shaped and embedded in a greater historical context of colonialism and imperialism. Further, the
goal is to shed light on women’s realities from those underrepresented contexts in accordance with the
theoretical framework, and to relate the rural narrations with decolonial feminist political ecology theory
in order to see how far these can add to the field of feminist political ecology. In detail, this work aims
to hear women’s stories about gender-based power struggles in relation to work and life in a ganat-based
community on the resource-scarce Iranian Central Pateau. This work can thus provide insights into the
relationship between successful commoning and gender relations. The aim is also to understand double
resistances against traditionalism and patriarchal theocratic structures, and how these are connected with
global and domestic climate and political events. The application of the case study as an inductive
approach seemed appropriate in order to locate interest groups. In five one-month stays in the field, I
lived with the people of the Kharanaq and Shafiabad communities, as well as in the respective province
capitals Yazd and Kerman.

I conducted participatory observation (Geertz, 1995) in order to gain insight into the social and political
structures of the Kharanaq and Shafiabad communities. With a particular focus on women’s perspectives
(Rocheleau etal., 1996), I applied semi-structured (Bernard, 1995, 2006) open (Schlehe, 2003) and semi-
open (Ring & Erp, 1992) interviews, planned and spontaneous individual and group interviews, as well
as narrative interviews. During my stay [ attempted to observe everyday structures and routines. I learned
about farming practices and assisted farmers at work. I spent days in the field accompanying farmers

and paid pickers harvesting vegetables or grass in the traditional manner. I spent most of the time in
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women'’s spaces talking and getting to know them, exchanging knowledge, learning about their concerns
and struggles, their successes and failures, their hopes and plans. Factors such as financial power,

acceptance or respect have not been measured: they rely on statements by those interviewed.

By implementing expert interviews (Meuser & Nagel, 1991) with local and external experts in ganat,
agriculture, and groundwater issues, I aimed to compare opinions of experts in the field and beyond. I
took part in everyday agricultural activities and town gatherings with state officials to find out about the
linkages of the organisation with qanat-based agriculture, the townspeople and administration
employees. The aim was to detect power structures and to obtain a stronger understanding of economic
and political processes, communication and relations among community members and towards
institutions (Erickson, 2011). Further, I collected data by conducting group discussions with interest
groups (Lamneck, 2005) in public and private spaces, in smaller and larger, mixed and same-gender
groups. During the interviews, the aim was to create an atmosphere of equality by allowing for an
exchange of questions and experiences. This practice created exchange and trust on both sides. Through
this kind of conversation, some of the interview participants have become friends. Instead of fixed
interview questions, [ used guidelines for the interviews, which served as introductory questions. The aim
was to let the person who carries the knowledge generate an inductive ground of concerns, during which

the guidelines served to answer my initial question, and new questions evolved during the interview.

With this reciprocal approach, I aimed to constantly involve the participants in the research process by
transparently informing them of the initial research outcomes and categories in order to enhance my
self-reflexivity (Jones & Jenkins, 2008; Lawless, 1992). Additionally, I searched the library of Yazd
University and the National Library in Tehran, as well as the archives of property and water rights in
the UNESCO Centre for Qanats and Historic Hydraulic Structures (ICQHS). During the literature
research, it was generally not easy to find appropriate and current data on women’s activities, such as

education and employment.

Among the interviewed were women aged 15 to 72, and men aged 15 to 82. Participants were farmers,
carpet weavers, straw weavers, students, teachers, engineers, doctors, nurses, qanat experts, water and
soil staff, retired and working housewives and househusbands, the head of an NGO, and NGO members

and employees in the fields of gastronomy, construction, and handicraft production.

In Shafiabad, the people I interviewed were all living in the village community. In the case of Kharanaq,

many community members were living apart from the village in the cities of Yazd or Ardakan. However,
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many of them were commuting between Kharanaq and the cities, visiting on weekends and holidays.

Considering the discursive positioning of different actors independent of their social position, I tried to
obtain a wider angle of the multiple voices, opinions and discourses (Forouzani et al., 2013), which from
a hegemonic discourse perspective seem contradictory, are invalidated or not recorded at all (Clarke,

2007; Dhawan, 2007; Escobar, 1995; Schmidt, 2004).

As anative Farsi speaker and woman with Iranian socialisation behaving according to the cultural habits
and norms that I was familiar with, it was not hard for me to gain the trust of the residents of Kharanaq.
I found easy access to women’s spaces within which I was able to conduct in-depth interviews. As a
western academic, I reflected on my thoughts and goals in order to question stereotypes and
colonizing western categories of emancipation and rationality with the help of deconstructive critique
(e.g. Dhawan, 2007; Escobar, 1995; Karam, 1998; Mahmood, 2008; Reuter

& Villa, 2009).

Further, Tuhiwai-Smith (2012) in her book Decolonizing Methodologies calls for a decolonisation of
research. The author challenges western discourses of knowledge and objectivity, criticizing cultural
assumptions in research by members of the dominant colonial culture. The author presents ways of
research conceptualised and carried out by indigenous people working in their own communities.
According to the author, indigenous people have a better understanding of information that emerges in
research. Tuhiwai-Smith suggests that non-indigenous researchers can improve their outcomes with the
help of indigenous researchers. The author draws on Edward Said’s notion of Orientalism, describing
how indigenous peoples represent the other, or formal and informal travellers and observers. She
underlines the necessity for researchers to critique their own “gaze” and to reflect on how far their
outcomes potentially represent the “truth”, since the western researcher is influenced by western
conceptualisations of time, space, knowledge, subjectivity and gender relations. Tuhiwai- Smith rejects
the term “colonialism”, with its implications of a practice from the past, and argues instead that it has a
significant impact on indigenous peoples still today. Further, she argues that indigenous views of history
have been negated and seen as primitive. Simultaneously, indigenous peoples criticise the fact that their
stories are being told from perspectives of the colonisers and underline how important history is in order
to understand the present and “that reclaiming history is a critical and essential aspect of decolonization”
(Tuhiwai-Smith 2012: 31). “There are numerous oral stories, which tell of what it means...to be present
while your history is erased before your eyes, dismissed as irrelevant...” (Tuhiwai-Smith 2012: 31).
Drawing on this importance of history and in this manner of oral stories, I conducted narrative interviews
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in the chosen locations of Kharanaq and Shafiabad. Further, in the case study of Shafiabad, the women
have become researchers themselves conducting research in their context, interviewing and filming
other locals. In the interviews conducted for this study, women told me about their experiences and

observations as local researchers, which I have incorporated in the discussion of this study.

Nikita Dhawan criticises hegemonic exclusionary epistemologies and their hegemonic “norms of
recognition”, which “determine what can be read, heard and understood as intelligible and legible.” The
author refers to Butler (1999: xx), who argues that these hegemonic norms “make non-normative subjects
and practices vulnerable to “normative violence” (Dhawan, 2012: 48). The problem is not that the
subaltern cannot speak (Spivak, 1988) but that the hegemonic listener cannot listen or performs a
“selective hearing” or has a “strategic deafness” (Dhawan, 2012: 52). Hence, even as a critical feminist
representative of marginalised voices, I might enhance the inability of the self- representation of
subaltern voices and risk reproducing essentialism and dominant structures that hinder the progress of
the decolonial process (Dhawan, 2012: 56). In order to minimise the risk of becoming an instrument of
dominant power structures by representing local women, I mainly make use of quotations during the
presentation of the field work and the analytical part of the dissertation to allow space for self-

representation.

Before he presentation of the case studies, I provide a historic and political summary to build
background knowledge for the reader for a better understanding of the contexts of the study in Chapter 4
and 5.

4. Why the Iranian context, its rural women and women’s activism count for decolonial
theory

In this chapter, I discuss why Iran and the history of Iranian rural women count for decolonial theory.
Within a historical summary, I relate political and economic events to the situation of women in Iranian
society with the aim of presenting a holistic picture of the macro-context, in which the rural contexts of

this study are then embedded.

During the Qajar era (1789-1825), in rural areas, women’s unpaid labour provided the majority of
farming products and handicrafts (Issawi, 1971; Delrish, 1996; Poya, 1999). Towards the end of the
19th century, the popularity of Iranian carpets in the west grew, particularly after the World Trade Fair

in Vienna in 1873 (Issawi, 1971). The capitalist mode of production began to shift forms of female and
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male labour (Moghadam, 2016). Along with the construction of factories, Iran’s mainly feudal
economy, was transforming with the growing development of capitalist relations (Povey, 2015). The
first western-style textile factory was established in the 1850s (Floor, 1984). Yet, before the discovery
of oil in 1908 and the flooding of the market with foreign goods, Iran’s economy and thus export
volumes were dominated by agriculture and small-scale manufacture (handicraft, carpets, textiles,
leather) (Delrish, 1996; Issawi, 1971). That made womens’s and children’s productive labour an
indispensable element in the running production wheel for both the domestic (Delrish, 1996) and export
market (Delrish, 1996; Poya, 1999; Moghadam, 2000a) was crucial. Yet, their wages lay below poverty
level (Seyf, 1994). At home or in the new factories, women would spin wool and cotton (Moghadam,
2000a), silk (Seyf, 2001), textiles, clothing, carpets, embroidery, crochet work and produce rice and
food (Delrish, 1996; Poya, 1999).

The Persian carpet branch developed into a large employer and carpet weaving became significant for
both home and international trade (Delrish, 1996). Here as well, small-scale production with women as
the main labour force remained common. Carpet weaving and animal husbandry counted as valuable
assets. In many places, it was exclusively women who wove carpets (Issawi, 1971). Turkoman widows,
for example, could remarry due to their expertise in carpet weaving and animal husbandry (Delrish,
1996). Yet, the profit of work done in villages often belonged to the landlord (Delrish, 1996). Rural
women received minimal payment for their work, often from the distributor. They did not have control
over raw materials or the finished products (ibid), in terms of price, for example. Female labour was
exploited in many regions of the state, due to a lack of regulations for women workers (ibid). Women
represented early proletarians and small commodity workers (Poya, 1999). Despite the economic
transformation to capitalism and the forming of semi-proletarian women’s groups (Moghadam, 2015),
the majority of women were still occupied in rural or household production. They also worked in
bathhouses, as nurses or as midwives, carrying out abortions (Kashani-Sabet, 2011), as sex workers,

domestic workers, washers of corpses or beggars (Quataert, 1994).

Simultaneously, after decades of their presence in Iran, the British already owned numerous concessions
for natural resources and crops, most importantly tobacco, which they controlled in terms of production,
sale, growth and export. The control was granted by the Qajar government due to losses to the British and
Russians at the beginning of the 19" century. The advantage of European merchants weakened the
position of Iranian bazaris enormously (Moaddel, 1992). Resulting increasing prices took women and
men to the streets in demonstrations and riots (Keddie, 2006). Although the people were highly

dissatisfied with the Qajar regime, an overthrow was prevented by the British and Soviets in protection
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of Nasir-al-Din Shah (Keddie, 1966). During the tobacco protest (1890-1892) against the British
monopoly of Iranian tobacco production for the first time, all classes nationwide were involved: the
middle class bazaris, the working class, religious and secular intellectuals, all acted united against the
monarchy. Among these uprisings, women played an important role. A decade later, the same parties
acted united during the Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911), in which women collectively organised
themselves in public. They contributed their savings and belongings to help collect capital for the
establishment of the National Bank of Iran. In general, rural and urban women of different ethnicities
such as Azeris, Kurds, and Gilakis would take up arms to participate in these movements (Afary, 1996;
Nejadbahram, 2012). Women also started boycotting the purchase of imported European textiles by
wearing only local fabrics. School children began to proudly wear native dress and, for example, in
Tabriz, women organised successful meetings to convince people “to wear their old clothes for some
time” with the hope of their own national textile production in the near future (similar to the Swadeshi
boycott of British goods (1904-1911) in India) (Afary, 1996). Women protested; marching unveiled
through the streets of Tehran chanting: “Long live the Constitution. Long live freedom...We must free
ourselves from the religious obligations to live the way we want!” (Bayat-Philipp, 1978: 301-302).”
During those times, supporters of women’s causes were attacked and accused of promoting immorality
and prostitution by a parliament deputy. Women became influential figures during the revolution. They

promoted and founded women’s and girls’ schools and engaged in feminist writings.

Progressive newspapers during that time challenged politics and institutions of the state and published
cases of women’s support for the constitution, motivating social groups such as women and the rural
population to aspire to a more modern society (Afary, 1996). Here, it is important to notice that the

writings of feminist women of that time are neither significantly mentioned nor counted as feminist
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literature in academia. For example, Bibi Khanoum Astarabadi (1858/9 — 1921), who founded one of
the first women’s schools, wrote various feminist articles on the right of girls to education or on
women’s rights. She also published books such as Failings of Men (Arabic: Ma’ayabe al Rajal), in
which she explains that no man stands above any woman. Or Taj al-Saltana (1883-1936), one of Naser
al-Din Shah’s daughters, who wrote and spoke publicly in favour of women’s work, salary and against
dress codes (Afary, 1996). The increased attention to women’s causes in the press increased women’s
public appearance during the Constitutional Revolution, and with it their articulation of discriminatory
and oppressive circumstances in public debates. While conservatives tried to stop constitutional women
by attacking them through harassment, yet, by 1907-1908, restrictions for women to appear in public
were loosening. First conferences and official meetings were held, and the Ministry of Education was
established followed by the opening of numerous girls’ schools (ibid). These held political meetings at
their homes and cooperated with women’s secret societies (ibid), which gave feminist lectures on
politics and social matters (Afary, 1996, 2001; Paidar, 1995). The campaign for the right to vote was
initiated (ibid), a Women’s Teachers’ College was established (1918) and the Patriotic Women’s
League was founded (1922) aiming to expand girls’ education and women’s and adult literacy (Afary,
1996). Women worked as teachers, publishers and activists (Poya, 1999). The significance of both the
private and the public sphere became obvious, both of which were necessary as spaces to promote

women'’s issues. This coincides with the theoretical approaches presented in Chapter 2.

During the capitalist shift of production, the British gained direct control over Iranian oil in 1914
(Issawi, 1971; Kazemi, 1985). The purchase of a major part of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, which
lasted for the next thirty-seven years (Kazemi, 1985), began to cause an enormous shift in Iran’s
economy (Issawi, 1971). At the same time, the outbreak of World War I (1914 — 1918) was on its way.
Due to the presence of Russian troops in North West Iran, the Turks revised Iran’s neutrality and came
to fight over the Azerbaijan oil fields. For the British, besides their general capitalist interests in Iranian
resources, and the Soviet expansion in the north, the aim of their presence was to protect colonial India
and to keep the transport route to its colonies clear (Encyclopaedia Iranica, 2019). They justified the
violation of Iran's neutrality (1914) with the aim of protecting the oil fields of the Anglo-Iranian oil
company, in which the British held a major stake (Egorov, 2020). Iran unknowingly w