Women Against
Fundamentalism

Maryam Rajavi



WOMEN AGAINST FUNDAMENTALISM
© 2013 Maryam Rajavi All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any
form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or
mechanical methods, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without
prior written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations embod-
ied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copy-
right law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention:
Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below.

Seven Locks Press
P.O. Box 25689
Santa Ana, CA 92799

Individual Sales. This book is available through most bookstores or can be
ordered directly from Seven Locks Press at the address above.

Quantity Sales. Special discounts are available on quantity purchases by
corporations, associations, and others. For details, contact the “Special Sales
Department” at the publishers address above.

Printed in the United States of America by

DeHART’s Media Services, Inc. Santa Clara, CA

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
is available from the publisher

ISBN: 978-1-938115-03-5

Interior Design by Fusion Creative Works

The author and publisher assume neither liability nor responsibility to any person
or entity with respect to any direct or indirect loss or damage caused, or alleged to
be caused by the information contained herein, or for errors, omissions, inaccura-
cies, or any other inconsistency within these pages, or for unintentional slights
against people or organizations.



Contents

Forewords v
Chapter One: Threat of Islamic Fundamentalism 1
Chapter Two: Fundamentalism and Women 19
Chapter Three: Democratic Islam, the Ideological and Political 39

Response to Fundamentalism

Chapter Four: Women's Equality in Islam 53
Chapter Five: Status of Iranian Women 73
Chapter Six: The Iranian Resistance’s Experience 87
Chapter Seven: Power for Democratic Change 115
Chapter Eight: Ashraf, A Brilliant Example 127
Appendices

1. Women'’s Freedoms and Equality in Tomorrow’s Iran 145

2. Mullahs” Misogynous Laws 153

3. Mullahs’ Enmity to CEDAW 163






Foreword

In this book, you will find the latest political and theological reflec-
tions on fundamentalist Islam in Iran by a very remarkable wom-
an, Maryam Rajavi, the President-Elect of the National Council of
Resistance of Iran (NCRI). In the Western world, Rajavi is known
as a leading figure in the resistance against the tyrannical rule of the
mullahs in Iran. She has led a career of resistance spanning decades,
first within the People’s Mojahedin Organization of Iran (PMOI/
MEK) and now in her current role as president of the coalition of
Iranian opposition groups and personalities to the Tehran regime. In
her position as head of the NCRI, she has led a major international
campaign to inform world leaders and public opinion of the desire
of the Iranian people for change through a democratic avenue that
she calls the “third option.” This view holds that change should nei-
ther be brought about by war nor appeasement, but democratically
by the people of Iran and their organized resistance. Rajavi is also
leading the campaign for gender equality and has made remarkable
achievements in this regard. As a Muslim woman, her role in this
pursuit represents and poses the most serious challenge to the rulers

of her country and Islamic fundamentalism driven by misogyny.

The mullahs” hysterical response to Rajavi is telling, since their offi-

cial position is that no female is capable of speaking to the political,
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social or cultural goals of Islam. They ignore her critique of the hu-
man rights abuses and denigration of Islam by the ruling dictator-
ship, while simultaneously maintaining that she is both extremely
dangerous and too trivial to merit notice. Given their attempts to
silence this courageous woman, it is clear that her words speak di-
rectly into the heart of the current political tragedy, which continues
to repeat itself time and again in Iran and the countries into which
Iran attempts to project its political and ideological influence. For
this reason, if no other, it behooves both those in the West who are
concerned about the rise of a fanatical Islam which sponsors ter-
rorism around the world, as well as those who are concerned about
human rights — especially for women, children, and minorities — to
become acquainted with Rajavi’s thoughts on the experience of liv-

ing under extremist clerical rule.

Born in Tehran in 1953, Rajavi’s story began much like that of
many other girls of that period. She was educated by a family who
believed in the education of girls and attended the prestigious Sharif
University of Technology where she earned her degree in metallur-
gical engineering. Like many other university students her age, she
was horrified by the abuses of everyday people that took place under
the Shah’s regime. She studied various political theories and joined
discussion groups while at school during this period, unaware of the
cruel cost for the relatively innocent act of considering how demo-
cratic change might come about for her country. Modest to a fault,
Rajavi maintains that her experience is no different from that of
hundreds of thousands of others in her beloved country in that her
family too suffered torture and executions under the Shah. These
heinous acts continued under the new dictatorship instituted by the

Ayatollah Khomeini in 1979.

What is it, we may ask, about Rajavi, her leadership and the MEK

that so obsesses the mullahs and inspires democratic women around
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the world? After the devastating loss of so many leaders of the MEK
while in Iran, and later through assassinations, how did this group,
which began as “nothing special,” freely reinvent itself and rise from
its ashes like a phoenix? The answer is simple and relates to many of

the points Rajavi makes in her writings.

Under her leadership, women of the MEK rose to the challenge of
freely relearning their sense of self-awareness after years of experi-
encing denigration by the ruling theocracy. Rajavi has written and
spoken previously of the long process of recovering the knowledge
of how to be a complete person after the relentless program of pro-
paganda aimed at women with the intention of pacifying, intimi-
dating and creating self-doubt. Though such changes were difficult
to implement at first, the women of the MEK, their mothers, sisters,
daughters and friends had endured so much suffering and torture
that they were willing to undertake the difficult task of achieving

emancipation, self-determination and the skills of leadership.

Anyone who understands the difficult path that women leaders and
scholars have had to navigate in an Islam interpreted through patri-
archal and tribal misogynistic attitudes can comprehend the honor
and unique position that Rajavi and other women of her ilk hold for
their followers. Because women have been traditionally excluded
from education — especially theological education, translation and
interpretation of the Quran — feminist leaders, writers and scholars
like Rajavi are both scarce and beloved. They are subjected to every
kind of calumny and face incredible backlash as they make their way

in the modern world.

Changes in centuries-long cultural attitudes, as well as resistance to
deliberate propaganda about women’s inferiority in Muslim think-
ing, do not simply happen overnight or by waving a magic wand
over the human psyche. Deliberate policies and actions must be put

in place in order to achieve such goals. This is exactly what happened
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in Ashraf under the leadership of women in the MEK, but most
especially as articulated by Rajavi. Unlike female Muslim scholars
working in the West, or more moderate Islamic countries, Rajavi
has formed her thinking in the crucible of daily action by shap-
ing the work of the resistance with respect to attitudes on gender.
Female scholars in Islam are often caught between two worlds, and
no one can blame them if they have taken a more neutral position

in order to secure their own lives, safety and academic advancement.

Rajavi has found herself in a special situation where she has held
both an activist role and a theoretical one, bringing the two arenas
together to create genuine social change in gender attitudes among
the men and women of the Iranian resistance. Because she does not
rely only on academic discourse as a source of her authority, nor
skirt the practical issues of day-to-day changes in attitudes, Rajavi
presents a blend of lived theology and religious discourse which
is valued precisely because it bridges the gap between theory and
practice.

Those who are interested in seeing a global change in the role that
religion plays in supporting systematic gender discrimination and
authorizing violence against women often despair in how their pro-
grams and practices have failed to bring about their goals. This is
because unless one takes up the formation and structural implica-
tions of masculinity, as opposed to simply studying versions of femi-

ninity, one is doomed to fail.!

The astonishing reversal of attitudes shown by the men of the MEK
serves as a beacon of hope for people around the world. In a single
generation of concerted action, these men have been able to change
their relation to centuries’ old traditions which had decreed that

they are master and women are slaves.

1. S. C. White, "Men, Masculinities, and the Politics of Development", Gender ¢
Development 5:2 (1997), pp. 14-22.
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Faced with a national constitution that aims for the production of
full-scale gender apartheid, Rajavi has taken on the declarations of
the so-called reformers of her nation, as well as the most hardened
and bigoted conservatives. She notes that, in fact, the views of both
camps are essentially the same if one peels away their deceptive lan-
guage. Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, a former President of Iran who
is oftentimes mistakenly portrayed as a moderate by some in the
West, is only re-articulating what Ayatollah Khomeini had written

into Iran’s constitution when he says:

“... Differences in height, fitness, voice, growth, structure of
muscles and physical abilities between men and women indicate
that men are stronger and more capable in all these regards...
The man’s brain is larger; men are more rational and logical while
most women are emotional and sentimental... These influence
the allocation of responsibilities, duties and rights.” (Chapter 2,
present work)
Rajavi’s leadership and experience in working with the women of
the MEK completely invalidates the official ideology of Islamic
fundamentalists in Iran. No wonder their universe trembles at its
core when they consider what the women of the resistance have
done, and how their powerful example impacts the self-esteem of
the women still held captive in Iran. “Do NOT believe what you
hear the Mullahs say about us,” opines one young Iranian woman
on Facebook in reference to the continuous slanders against the
MEK and the populace’s supposed hatred of them. “We love the
Resistance with our whole hearts! You are our hope. Do not believe

their lies!”

Rajavi is fond of citing Iran’s Supreme Leader when he links the
Cosmos to female agency, proclaiming, “The heavens tremble when
a woman decides for herself to get a divorce!” “Well, then,” says

Rajavi to eager audiences of both sexes, “let them tremble! They
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should tremble! We will make them tremble.” That her remarks
are made with a combination of serenity and power, femininity and
strength, is all the more of a conundrum, for such personal qualities
are thought to be gendered and seldom found together in the same
person. But the resistance is a movement where strong women and
gentle men have deliberately formed themselves as an act of witness
against their enemies. No wonder some call her “Lady of the East™,
a Rose of Persia’, and describe her leadership as a very special gift
given to Muslims and all women. Unlike the shining women heroes
confined in the House of Women in the hallowed Persian epic the
Shah Nameh, her glow is not hidden by a veil like a moon whose
light shines from behind the clouds.

She does not dream of legislating a religious view of life for any of
her people, but rather urges the separation of religion and state in a
future Iran as the only way to honor the Quran, which requires that

no one should be compelled by religion.

It is in her examination of Iran’s current theocratic rule that her lived
experience has taken her further in understanding the role of gender
politics in a Muslim society ruled by fanatics. Today’s version of
Islam in Iran relies on the suppression of women and their talents in
order to keep its stranglehold on people. For Rajavi, gender apart-
heid is not just a key strategy for Khomeini—type fundamentalists; it
is essential to how they view the world and lies at the heart of their
heresy. It is an emblem of their pervasive bigotry: just as Woman is
to be slave to Man, so those who are not members of their clerical
elite are to be enslaved by the mullahs. This includes both progres-
sive and secular Muslims, as well as religious minorities within Iran,

Christians, Jews, socialists, tribal entities and every other type of

2. Najat Abu-Bakker, journalist and member of the Palestinian Legislative Council.

3. The red rose is an important symbol for martyrs of the faith in Shia Islam.
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human who does not remake him or herself in the image of their
ideology.

Rajavi is not a narrow feminist or political theorist who seeks to
implement a program whereby women replace men as the domi-
nant sex, hence leading to a new form of social oppression. Rather,
she understands that engaging women and men in the dismantling
of gender apartheid is the only way to secure human dignity for
both sexes, as well as for other countries and the world at large. Her

conclusions about the way forward today are twofold:

1. Women’s engagement in heated political struggle aimed at remov-

ing obstacles to equality is an indispensable imperative.

2. The subject of this struggle under the present circumstances is to
confront the rising tide of fundamentalism sweeping the Middle

East.

Carole R. Fontaine
Taylor Professor of Biblical Theology and History,

Internationally recognized feminist scholar
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Foreword
It Can and Must Be Done

I first heard Maryam Rajavi speak about the Iranian resistance
movement at an International Women’s Day event in Paris in 1996.
She described the oppression under which the women of Iran had
been living. Following the revolution of 1979, the religious dictator
Ayatollah Khomeini imposed laws that violated women’s basic hu-
man rights. Women had been reduced to the status of dependents
that required male relatives’ permission for most of their life deci-
sions. They remained under constant surveillance by street police
when they went out in public and were subjected to brutal punish-

ments. These laws have persisted into the present.

Maryam Rajavi presented an analysis about the nature of the Iranian
regime’s threat to world peace. Today, the world knows those warn-
ings were accurate. Iran’s development of nuclear weapons threatens
the region’s security. Its export of terrorism and ideology of Islamic
fundamentalism, particularly in the Middle East, are contributing

to violence, destruction and war.

Rajavi went on to explain the solution to the Iranian regime’s sys-
tematic campaigns of repression and terrorism. She described the
Iranian women’s opposition to the mullahs’ regime and their trans-

formation into leaders of the resistance movement. As she spoke
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about the women’s journey and their accomplishments, I realized I
was in the presence of profound, revolutionary thinking about the

liberation of women.

As the world debates about how to respond to the Iranian threat,
they need to know about the courageous Iranian women and their
heroic confrontation with the most absolute form of misogyny in
the world and their dedication to overthrowing the Iranian regime.
Their ideas about empowerment, leadership, gender equality and
democracy rose out of the hard work of building a movement and
developing a strategy to undermine the mullahs’ regime. The wom-
en—and men—of the resistance engaged in self-analysis of their own
gender-based thinking to discover why gender inequality persists,
even in people sworn to oppose it. The first simple, yet insight-
ful, discovery was that even women who believed in equality didn’t
believe in themselves enough to assume leadership roles. From that
early realization, they initiated a transformation of gender-based be-

liefs and practices that energized the entire resistance movement.

The Iranian women also analyzed the religious dictatorship’s ideology
and oppressive practices and concluded that the ideas and force be-
hind the regime’s power was misogyny, the hatred of women. Rajavi
once told me that the root cause of the oppression of women was
sexual exploitation. It was the first time I had heard an explanation
of the political power of a dictatorship based on the exploitation of
women. Rajavi argues that the mullahs’ control over society is based
on male supremacy and gender apartheid, a term she coined. This is

an original and compelling analysis of political power.

Rajavi then takes the logical, but revolutionary, step of conclud-
ing that the liberation of the Iranian people from religious fascism
depends on the liberation of women, who in turn must lead the

movement. Today, women are at the fore of the Iranian resistance.
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I've had many conversations with the women and men of the resis-
tance about their experiences. They or their family members have
been arrested, imprisoned, tortured and executed. Many women
and men have paid a high price for opposing the Iranian regime.
These women have learned that freedom is not free. The resistance
is not only pitted against a powerful and ruthless regime, but tur-
bulent geopolitics has conspired to undermine them at every turn.
Western governments have chosen to appease the Iranian regime by
repeatedly betraying the Iranian resistance, resulting in the loss of

lives, property and resources.

Yet, those in the resistance have remained organized and committed
to the cause even after enduring the kinds of blows that would have
destroyed other organizations. I am continually impressed by the
exceptionally high standard of dedication and acceptance of respon-
sibility they have shown in fighting the murderous Iranian rulers.
Rajavi is widely known to respond to new challenges by redoubling

all efforts and saying, “It can and must be done.”

The Iranian resistance’s analysis and hope for the future has spread
inside Iran, particularly to women. They are now engaged in a po-
litical struggle against misogyny and the mullahs” regime. They are
resisting daily harassment in the streets, they are participating in
protests and they are organizing networks. A victory promises an

end to oppression and the opportunity for equality.

The women of the Iranian resistance are the mullahs’ worst night-
mare. According to their male supremacist ideology, these intelligent,
courageous and dedicated women leaders can’t exist. Furthermore,
these women pose a serious threat to their misogynous political

system.

The Iranian resistance’s analysis and goals are revolutionary. Their

merging of human rights, gender equality and a democratic Islam is
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a new political and social system. They aim not only to overthrow a
brutal government, but also to advocate a tolerant and democratic
Islam. Their goal is nothing short of a profound social, political and
religious revolution that will have a global impact.

The world beyond Iran needs these ideas and practices of creating
gender equality. In countries around the world, especially Western
democracies, progress has been made for women’s legal rights and
their participation in the public sphere. Yet, as evidenced by con-
tinuing violence against women, sexual assaults, sex trafficking and

degrading pornography, misogyny is still as persistent as ever.

The Iranian women are leading the way by destroying one of the
most hateful and destructive ideologies to come out of the 20* cen-

tury—Islamic fundamentalism.

Rajavi believes that the 21 century will be the one that sees the
full emancipation of women. She is calling on women and all
democratic people of the world to unite in a front against Islamic

fundamentalism.

Donna M. Hughes
Professor and Eleanor M. and Oscar M. Carlson Endowed Chair
Women’s Studies Program, University of Rhode Island
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Foreword
French Edition

Maryam Rajavi is a female political personality, and it is in this ca-
pacity that she has writcten Women against Fundamentalism. In it, she
lays out the major principles of her political efforts. As President-elect
of the Paris-based National Council of Resistance of Iran (NCRI),
the central body of the resistance movement that has challenged the
vicious fury of Iran’s ruling regime, she attacks the pillars of Islamic
fundamentalism that have kept the regime in power, while under-
scoring the compatibility between Islam and democracy. These, and
especially the latter, are topics that are today the subjects of much

controversy.

Although a political figure, Rajavi also thinks of the complexities
of contemporary history in anthropological terms while address-
ing the basic ideological issues of Islamic fundamentalism and pro-
viding the requisite answers: “Misogyny and rejection of gender
equality in the name of Islam... constitute the motivating force of

fundamentalism.”

Fundamentalists took power in Iran in 1979 after the return of
Ayatollah Khomeini to a country whose population was 98% Shiite
Muslim. Since then, it has continued to represent a “current of re-

actionary thought characterized by cruel repression, monopoliza-
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tion of power, religious segregation, unprecedented misogyny and a

thirst for endless expansionism.”

Why did such a disastrous, misogynistic oppression emerge? Rajavi
answers this question primarily in a political light: in order to pre-
serve power. Repression of women is necessary to maintain a reli-
gious dictatorship. Therefore, in Rajavi’s view, the antidote to this
extraordinary evil—and in light of the inaction of states and in-
ternational institutions like the United Nations—finds itself in the
“forgotten power” of women. In order to defeat this devastating cul-
ture, not only do women realize that they must place themselves
“at the forefront of the battle,” but they must also voluntarily as-
sume leadership of it. Thus, among the most interesting chapters of
this book is the one that explains how these voluntary efforts begin
and how they evolve. Rajavi analyzes the challenges and obstacles
of both men and women whose personal ideas cast doubts on their
capacities, thus making them fearful of assuming leadership roles.
As a result of these efforts, women currently outnumber men in the

National Council of Resistance.

This is the key in the struggle against the fundamentalism and ex-
tremism of the rulers in Iran. It is ingrained without political dis-
pute and in a pragmatic way at the heart of the political and militant
aspects of the resistance. Still, we are left to figure out why the re-

gime’s suppression has been built upon gender inequality.

Rajavi believes that the answer lies in the perversion of the Quran
by the fundamentalists. Khomeini and his followers established a
system of thought according to which there are two “fundamentally
different” kinds of human beings and “this would obey a nature that
follows a precise objective.” Their version of social order sees the
body, sentiments and identity of women as belonging completely to
men. Men are the masters of women. However, after an examina-

tion of the verses of the Quran that address gender relations, Rajavi
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concludes that this is a thoroughly erroneous interpretation of the
Quran. She believes that the fundamentalist interpretation is, in this

way, deeply anti-Islamic.

For the Quran, humanity’s essence lies in its conscience, freedom
and sense of responsibility that is shared equally between men and
women. For Rajavi, the Islam of the fundamentalists clearly betrays
these tenants. Exhibiting extraordinary courage and wisdom, the
author reveals that the Quran, which emerged in the seventh cen-
tury, triggered positive developments in the economic and social
situation of women. She refers to the Hojarat verse in the Quran,
which says that human beings are created equal regardless of their
gender and origins. She asks in the strongest terms: How could one
respect equality and emancipation while doubting the humanity
of half of the human race, as the fundamentalists do? For Rajavi,
this historic achievement has been put down by an erroneous subse-
quent interpretation of the Quranic texts. She defends the liberating
accomplishments of Islam that have thus far been hampered, and
sees Islam as a religion that evolves as a result of adapting to histori-

cal circumstances.

It is to this point that I shall now turn. If it is assumed to be true
that the negation of gender equality under the banner of Islam is the
motivating force of fundamentalism, I will add that it is the driving
force of all religions to varying degrees, according to their time and
place. This is what I call “the potential for gender demarcation” as a

certain universal characteristic.

It generates debate among various schools of thought, with every
culture offering a view on both the male and the female. These
schools are affected by the hierarchy and classification of values that
continues to view males as superior to females: valiant and brave
versus coward and craven, authoritative versus obedient, active ver-

sus passive, dynamic and creative versus static and stagnant, exalted
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versus discredited, noble versus ignoble, reliable versus unreliable,
protective versus vulnerable, master versus slave, audacious and dar-

ing versus shy and reserved, among others.

This characteristic appeared in the Paleolithic era to help human
beings face the riddle posed to them by the triple evidence of the
persistence of the gender difference seen in all animal species, repro-
duction of both sexes exclusively by females and the need for prior
sexual act. In the age of ignorance regarding the existence of gametes
and shared responsibility in procreation between egg and sperm, the
“obvious” answer to this conundrum was that males put children in
females and, by extension, women are available to men so they have
the fruits which they cannot deliver themselves. This certainty has
continued for millennia, transformed and transmitted from genera-
tion to generation, simultaneously exchanging women by men, the
confiscation of the productive capacity of women, assigning women
to motherhood and mundane domestic tasks, and ultimately even
confinement or the inability for women to freely control their own
bodies. In this context, the world’s religions appeared very recently
(7,000 years for the oldest), and merely rely on these archaic and
purely mental beliefs that individuals endorse as a natural truth,
strengthened by notions that see sexual freedom of women in terms

of a stain, a shameful act, and an attack on the male or tribal honor.

Specific methods and mechanisms were designed and implemented
to ensure the continuation of this cultural and social order, rein-
forced by perceptions, judgments, and contemptuous “stereotypes”
that are absolutely necessary to establish the permanent authority of

some over others based on gender differences.

Rajavi rightly underscores the power of women. But, in my view,
this is not so much because of the common nature of their gender
(as the essentialist view would have it) as much as it is due to the de-

velopment of a transformative individual quality, which is common
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to all humanity. However, due to specific cultural developments,
only some (the men) have the right to cultivate and to claim this

quality as their privilege.

However, if in pragmatic terms we must begin the movement to-
wards democracy and equality by initiating a proactive sharing of
power between the two genders, we must be aware: that the prob-
lem goes far beyond the scope of contemporary extremist Islam that
she considers perverted; it is not certain, according to the analysis
I made, that the Quran, even with its evolutionary dynamism, of-
fers a framework for total equality between the sexes in actions and
thoughts; that the difficulty is that it is not enough to achieve equal-
ity in a political opposition but it should be established as a basis
of thought for the general culture and the entire population; and,
ultimately, for it to be completely successful, this effort must be un-
dertaken by all other cultures and politically elaborated states that
currently exist, since this is not a debate about a particular cultural

setting. It is, rather, a universal blueprint.

Rajavi offers a compelling narrative of the fundamentalist ideol-
ogy, where the absolute value lays in individual sexual behavior and
women are regarded as the source of sin and evil. But she stresses
that out of the 6,200 verses of the Quran, only 500 of them deal
with laws and regulations, including 10 “cardinal sins.” For funda-
mentalists, sexual sin provides the essential justification for all forms
of repression controlled by the Vice Squad, including humiliations,
executions, ill treatment, sexual apartheid, and for women in par-
ticular: travel restrictions, dress codes, disfigurement, systematic
rape in prison, trafficking of girls, aggravated prostitution, stoning,
polygamy, temporary marriages, deprivation of the right to divorce
and child custody, deprivation of the right to choose work and edu-
cation, and naturally, deprivation, on account of their “nature” of

basic legal rights (inheritance, testimony), and access to positions of
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power in all its forms. “A woman is deprived of the right to govern
on the basis of being a woman,” the Judiciary Chief of the Iranian
regime, mullah Mohammad Yazdi, has written. This is while the
Quranic Chapters Toba, Al Ahzab, and Al-e Omran view the abili-
ties of “faithful and virtuous” women and men to lead as complete-
ly equal. There is even a chapter, Nur, which calls a man’s slander
against his wife a cardinal sin. This is an example of a situation where
the Quran proactively rules in favor of women. In two useful appen-
dices, Rajavi lists misogynist laws enacted by the mullahs who state
that girls are held criminally responsible after they turn eight years
and nine months (14 years and 6 months for boys) and set the legal
age of marriage for girls at 13 years (and may even be earlier if the
gitl’s father wishes). These appendices also lay out a series of answers
offered by the mullahs when asked whether the UN Convention
against Gender Discrimination is consistent with Islamic law. They
explicitly say that equality between men and women does not con-
form to religious precepts (the convention was rejected in 1998).
One of the mullahs even added that the freedoms granted to women

are the source of “a host of evils in human societies.”

Comforted by the view that even if the Quran does not provide the
most ideal account of gender equality, it nonetheless offers a neces-
sary intermediate step and even a “tactic” to move from pre-Islamic
times to a new world (did the Prophet have complete equality in
mind but walked a fine line when it came to realizing it?), Rajavi in
a key statement expresses the principles of the resistance movement’s
militant action which she leads: “Commitment to the genuine spirit
of Islam leads us to grant women rights and freedoms in accordance
with social and economic progress of our time.” Without resorting
to secularism, she lists in an annex an impressive series of measures
that the resistance movement proposes to achieve equality while re-
maining committed to Islam (a point I highly doubt, as all religions
of the Book do, except to consider that this is a “tactic” similar to
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the one the Prophet allegedly used to move things forward without
totally upsetting archaic mental habits).

After four chapters explaining this thesis, Rajavi describes the condi-
tion of women in Iran going back to 1909 and the era of the struggle
of women’s associations before the bloody crackdowns that began in
1979 (more than 120,000 executions, including tens of thousands
of women). She then analyzes the experience of the Iranian resis-
tance abroad, which has placed women at the forefront of the strug-
gle, in order to oppose the mullahs’ power reliance on the denial of
women’s identity. But she agrees that the fight must occur on two
fronts: against the theocratic power and against male domination

(and internalization of inferiority in female psychology).

Since 1985, the resistance movement chose to take proactive ac-
tion from the top, without waiting for an unlikely change of mind
or a natural increase of abilities. It began by doubling the number
of women in the organization’s Central Committee, by including
women in all areas of specialization traditionally recognized as be-
longing to men (military, political decision making, and manage-
ment) and by granting significant powers to women in these fields.
In 1993, the movement granted women exclusive responsibility to
govern the Leadership Council. One can imagine the thousands of
hours of meetings and efforts that it must have taken to change the
psychology of men, who perhaps felt sidelined and did not readily
accept female authority, not to mention the efforts with respect to

women who saw themselves through the eyes of others.

It must be admitted that there is an astonishing human experience
here that we can only witness, admire and support. We must even
be inspired by it since the democratic and secular appearance of
this has removed domination over female bodies, the overlooking of
their capabilities and their elimination on the basis of the principle

of competition for power.
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In a slightly different vein but with an ardor of which we grasp the
full meaning, Rajavi describes the situation of Iranian dissidents liv-
ing in exile in the city of Ashraf in Iraq. Deals struck between the
Iranian and Iraqi governments and the near abandonment of inter-
national protections have placed pressures on them that constitute
torture (we can only imagine how it must feel to be surrounded by
hundreds of loudspeakers that broadcast thunderous hate messages
day and night). They have been forced to relocate under some of
the most unfavorable conditions to the ominously named Camp
Liberty in the desert, which lacks sufficient water, medical care and
any other kind of protection, while we can only hear the deafening
silence of the United Nations. There, too, women are the empow-

ered wing of the struggle.

Francoise Héritier

Honorary professor to the College of France
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THE NOTION OF ISLAMIC FUNDAMENTALISM

In the 1960s, I was influenced by Iran’s socio-political environment

in the country.

Facing the repression that was imposed on the country, like many
others I was longing for the freedom and prosperity of the Iranian
people, while at the same time being inspired and motivated by the
ideal of gender equality and those heroic women who had devoted
their lives to the well-being and freedom of the people. Every news
report or story made me more resolute. I especially greatly admired
and liked women who had been arrested or executed by the Shah’s
regime, the likes of Fatemeh Amini, Mehrnoush Ebrahimi, Marzieh
Oskooie and Azam Rouhi Ahangaran.

I recall thatwhen I had justenrolled at Sharif University of Technology
(called Aryamehr at the time) in 1972 and 1973, I joined ten other
female students to go to the University President’s office to protest
against the arrest of several other female students including Ashraf
Rajavi who was from the People’s Mojahedin Organization of Iran.

She was studying physics but was several years our senior. The Shah’s
secret police (SAVAK) had arrested her for her political belief.

1
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As we came out of the President’s office I was thinking to myself
that it would be impossible for the SAVAK to release female stu-
dents who had been arrested because of their membership in the
opposition movements which at the time were comprised of leading
groups. I was correct because Ashraf was sentenced to life imprison-
ment. Indeed, the SAVAK did not release her; she was only freed
after major uprisings in Tehran and other cities. Ashraf walked out
of prison on January 20, 1979 along with the last group of political

prisoners.

I saw her on the night of her freedom. A new moving and volatile
era for all of us had just begun. The new dictatorship was moving
to impose itself on the fate of nation. A year later she and I became
candidates in the first Parliamentary elections in Iran after the fall of
the Shah. Of course, Khomeini rigged the election results through
widespread fraud and violent suppression of opposition candidates
as he did with the future elections. Indeed, he prevented any one

from the opposition to enter the Parliament.

Several years later, in 1982, Ashraf’s martyrdom during a battle with
the Revolutionary Guards and showing her baby on the national

television over her dead body as a booty shook the entire country.

In the 1970s, a limited number of women took part in the struggle
against the Shah’s dictatorship because of the nature of the struggle
and the limited scope of social awareness. However, women took
giant strides after the fall of the Shah. Beginning in 1980, in the
early months following the anti-monarchic revolution, in my ca-
pacity as one of the officials in charge of the social section of the
People’s Mojahedin Organization of Iran (PMOI/MEK), I had to
deal with hundreds of female university and high school students

on a daily basis.
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The tremendous energy released as a result of the revolution had
inspired a generation of well-informed and motivated young people
to participate in shaping the future of the country. The most unique
aspect of this trend, in the context of Iran’s history, was the impres-
sive presence of women among young activists and militants. In the
course of my own efforts in organizing their activities and while per-
sonally witnessing their face-to-face confrontations with Khomeini’s
thugs in the streets as well as hearing reports of their resistance and
perseverance in prisons, which were unfortunately mushrooming
across Iran, I came across a new and astounding picture of Iranian

women’s ascension.

Less than two-and-a-half years later, the very young girls, who had
been arrested because of selling the PMOI’s newspaper or exposing
the misdeeds of the mullahs in the streets of Tehran and elsewhere,
turned into heroines due to their resistance and perseverance under

inhuman forms of torture taking place in prisons.

Hearing about their perseverance in the face of barbaric torture
would make my gut wrench. I still remember the innocent faces
of some of them, including Homeira Eshragh, who whispered the

anthem of freedom even at the last moments of their lives.

While writing this book, I thought about them on numerous occa-
sions, not just because each of them was like a sister to me and made
up a part of my emotions and existence, but because of their quest

for new horizons, their firm determination and their self-sacrifice.

The experience of that struggle, its pain and suffering has offered us
an unrivaled jewel, namely women’s decisive role in the struggle for

freedom in Iran.

This enormous treasure trove later came to my aide, when after
1985, in my capacity as the joint-leader of the PMOI, I found the

opportunity to embark on organizing the women within our ranks



Women Against Fundamentalism

and transforming their positions. I must admit that during these
endeavors, I learned a great deal from my sisters in the ranks of
the PMOI and resistance developed a deeper understanding of the
capacity and capability of Iranian women in the struggle. I was wit-
nessing my dream of having a generation of women free of restric-

tions imposed by the society become reality.

I was witnessing that as pioneering women, there were teeming with
inspiration and potential to engage in the struggle and make all

necessary sacriﬁces.

The present book is a reflection of the progressive views which these
women have formed in the course of their struggle. For example, as
leading Muslim women, they have affirmed the central tenet of this
book, namely that democratic Islam — as the antithesis to Islamic

fundamentalism — guarantees gender equality.

The net result of this experience, which I believe is the most im-
portant and most ecstatic experience of my life, is that I became

convinced that women are the force for change in Iran.

Years later, this reality manifested itself on numerous occasions and
in many settings, including Camp Ashraf, which is an exception-
al case in the contemporary world. Ashraf was an exemplary city,
which those in the Iranian resistance had built through their own

toil, turning it into a bastion of freedom, a short distance from Iran.

After 2003, the residents of Ashraf confronted with extraordinary
difficult situation and since 2009 faced with a 4-year siege, became
targets of terrorist attacks and faced massacres as well as psychologi-
cal torture and an assortment of restrictions and forms of harass-
ment. Under such complex circumstances, these women led Ashraf
and conquered all the organizational, political and diplomatic

challenges.
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Another experience in these years was to advance the struggle for
defending the legitimacy of the resistance in a complex situation
including the campaign to remove the PMOI from the terrorist lists
in the United Kingdom, the European Union, the United States
and Canada. Much has been written about the legal and political
aspects of this campaign, but few if any know that the most vital
role in guiding this campaign was played by women in the ranks of

the resistance in the US and Europe.

During the 2009 uprisings, too, women led the way and were on
the front lines, playing a key role in advancing and organizing the
protests. The fact that a young girl, Neda Agha-Soltan, became the
symbol of the uprising is not a mere coincidence, but bespeaks of a

new social reality in Iran.

According to official government figures, women comprise more
than sixty percent of university students in Iran. Based on the latest
census figures published in 2012, for the first time in Iranian his-
tory the percentage of educated women is greater than that of men.
Other figures, including the decline in population growth to less
than 1.3 percent, the reduction in the number of members of each
household to 3.6 and the rise in the age of marriage among women
to 24, are indicative of Iranian women challenging the male-domi-

nated cultural mindset.

In reality, Iranian women have openly challenged the traditional

role imposed on them by the mullahs.

These changes are important because they have occurred at a time
when the ruling mullahs are adamantly working to restrict women’s
presence in the job market and in educational establishments. A
new law adopted by Parliament in February 2013 has worsened
gender segregation in the private and public spheres, while further

impeding women’s access to universities and education.
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Nevertheless, in the midst of a horrific repression, the litmus test of
women’s progress is the scope of their involvement in the ranks of

the struggle.

Currently, 1,000 vanguard women reside in camps Ashraf and
Liberty, the bastions of perseverance against religious fascism.
Women comprise more than half of the membership of the National
Council of Resistance of Iran (NCRI) — the Parliament-in-exile.
Tens of thousands of women have been executed or tortured during

the mullahs’ three-decade rule.

The fact that Iranian women have attained such stature and position
amid the most complex forms of social activism, which requires a
great deal of sacrifice, speaks volumes to their capacity and ability
to steer tomorrow’s Iran toward freedom, democracy, and lasting

economic and social development.

The experience of the movement regarding gender equality amounts
to a rich humane treasure trove, with all the incredible ebbs and
flows faced by several generations. It can act as a guiding light for
equality movements across the world, especially in the Middle East
and the broader Islamic World.

Anyone who understands the qualifications of Iranian women and
their potential for change would grow confident that a fundamental

change is on the horizon for Iran.

Khomeini’s “Islamic Republic” began with the suppression of wom-

en; and it will see its demise as a result of women’s leadership.

THE MOST APPROPRIATE GOAL

The equality movement managed to earn women the right to vote by
the end of the 1920s. By the end of the 1960s, the movement made
significant strides in attaining greater legal equality for women. The
final decades of the 20th century saw the movement struggle to re-
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move obstacles against women’s liberty and equality in various other

realms.

The question, however, remains: What should be the goal of the

equality movement today?

Major global developments have offered both great opportunities
and considerable threats to the equality movement, namely, the op-
portunity to play a decisive role in shaping the future of our world
and the threat of relegating the movement’s status to following rath-

er than pioneering.

A fundamental question is: What position is the equality movement

seeking?

In other words, are we pursuing isolated instances of power-sharing
roles and are we content with the preservation of the status quo? Are
we going to be content with some mere reforms when it comes to

women’s rights? Certainly not!

A closer examination of the present conditions suggests a different
strategy: We shall abandon this outlook altogether and live up to
our role in transforming the world. This strategy demands active
participation in the political struggle to remove all obstacles toward
women’s equality and freedom. Because the only way to realize free-
dom is to continuously forge ahead toward new horizons, the equal-
ity movement should not confine itself to the closed circuit of its
present objectives. So, although numerous achievements have been
made in the shadow of women’s struggle in the past century, none
of them can be considered continuous. This is because no social
progress—even when it is turned into law— can be seen as permanent
so long as discrimination and oppression against women continue

to be the dominant culture throughout the world.
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History teaches us that sovereign rulers never willingly give up their
power and privileges. Likewise, they will never respect women’s gen-

uine rights and social status out of their own will.

At the same time, however, there is a consensus that women’s par-
ticipation in active political struggle is inevitable. The immediate
questions arising from this consensus are: What shall be the course
of women’s struggle in this era? Do we have to expand the domain
of our present campaigns against violence, rape and trafhcking of
women and children? Do we have to promote the campaigns in
defense of oppressed women and for women’s employment and
abortion rights? Or is there another conceivable and quite different

objective?

All these campaigns are very valuable. They must be continued and

their activists should be honored.

The truth, however, is that while a flurry of blood, explosions, ter-
ror, invasion and poverty has shattered the lives of people in the
Middle East, the equality movement is called upon to undertake
a pervasive and comprehensive struggle. Today, the Middle East is
burning amidst the fire of fundamentalism. The perils and flames of
this ominous calamity have surpassed the Middle East to the extent
that citizens of Western countries also feel its destructive fire every

now and then.

So horrendous is this disaster that it leaves women very little choice:
either surrender and sacrifice the achievements of humankind, es-
pecially those of the movement for equality and justice, or alterna-

tively, rise up to fight against it with all their might.

One may ask: While women’s rights and freedoms are targeted by
fundamentalists in countries steeped in Islamic culture, how could
this affect women in other parts of the world such as Europe and
the United States?
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In trying to answer this question, one can underscore the unveiled
menace of Iran’s fundamentalist rulers who are dragging the world
towards nuclear war. It would also be helpful to note the growing
trend of the mullahs’ terrorism not just in the Middle East but in
other countries as well. In the meantime, male domination uni-
versally benefits from the destructive currents generated by funda-
mentalists in Islamic communities, especially those aimed against

women’s rights.

The prominent American feminist, Susan Brownmiller, has touched
on an important fact about violence and aggression. She believe that
with every act of violence or aggression perpetrated against a single
woman, the hegemony of all men in society who had nothing to do
with that particular act of violence would be further strengthened.
At the same time, all women in society who were not the target of
that particular instance of violence would also feel further terrorized

and intimidated as a result of it."

This is a significant principle that enables one to understand the
regressive impact of fundamentalism on the women'’s equality move-
ment universally. In addition, we should note the new phenomenon
of fundamentalism in Muslim communities across Western coun-
tries that has, in recent years, turned into a challenge with growing

dimensions.
These issues lead to two fundamental conclusions:

First, women’s engagement in heated political struggle aimed at re-

moving the obstacles to equality is an indispensable need.

Second, the theme of this current struggle is confronting the tide of

fundamentalism rising throughout the Middle East.

1. Susan Brownmiller, Against our will: Men, women and sexual rape, (New York: Ballantine

Books,1993).
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Now, has the equality movement done what is necessary in the strug-

gle against fundamentalism? Has it assumed its pioneering role?

THE IMMINENT THREAT OF IRAN’S NUCLEAR PROGRAM

The Iranian regime represents a fundamentalist state whose survival
depends on warmongering and exporting terrorism. The moment
this regime finds access to nuclear weaponry will mark the begin-

ning of a war that will rage out of control.

Let us now close our eyes and imagine we are living in 1938 on the
brink of the Second World War. Let us assume that we were aware
of the tragic incidents that would ensue. Would we hesitate for a
moment to do everything in our power to make any sacrifice and
effort necessary to prevent that war? Certainly, the answer we would

all give is a resounding, “No!” We would not have hesitated.

Here again, the significance of the women’s movement becomes
evident. Women are the main force behind peace-secking move-
ments. Women have the power to block the mullahs” path towards
the nuclear bomb through global campaigns. Women can also de-
mand that their respective governments refrain from siding with

Iran’s fundamentalist rulers.

The day the ruling mullahs in Iran, equipped with ballistic missiles
and nuclear weapons, fulfill their dominance over the Middle East,

the fire of this ominous calamity will engulf Europe as well.

The mullahs and their allies assert that a war is imminent unless the
world placates the regime. On the other hand, the Iranian resistance
has introduced the Third Option. This solution rejects both ap-
peasement and foreign military intervention and instead advocates
regime change by the Iranian people and their resistance. Because
this solution is inherently compatible with the goals of the equality

movement, women have a significant role to play in it.
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Let us call on all movements that advocate peace and human rights,
in particular the activists of the equality movement, to support this
solution. Let us urge all our sisters who work around the world
to spread the peace movement, to stand up and refuse the clerical
regime’s efforts to rob women of the achievements of their struggle
in an attempt to prolong its own rule. Together, we can prevent the
outbreak of an ominous war and put an end both to a bloodbath in

the Middle East and to the barbaric tyranny in Iran.

THE WEST'S APPEASEMENT POLICY UNDERMINES
WOMEN'S STRUGGLE

It is necessary to bring to the attention of the global equality move-
ment a major obstacle that is preventing change in Iran: the policy

of appeasement.

How does this policy obstruct the freedom movement and the

women’s equality movement in Iran?

e First, by participating in the suppression of the opposition

and thereby preventing change in Iran;

* Second, by opening the way for the expansion of fundamen-

talism and terrorism;

e 'Third, by providing the political opportunity the ayatollahs

need to become a nuclear power;

* Fourth, by violating the law and undermining democracy and

justice in Western countries.

The policy of appeasement obstructs Iranian women’s struggle for

freedom and equality by giving effective support to religious fascism.

If, in the distant past, there were just a few pioneering women who
hoisted the flag of the struggle for liberty and equality, today there

are over 1,000 courageous and selfless women. These brave women

1
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are leading a progressive movement with lofty goals and demands in

the heart of a heated battle with the religious tyranny in Iran.

Although these women exist, the policy of appeasement is blocking
their way. Appeasement allows the mullahs’ regime to harass, injure,
kill and exert tremendous pressure on members of the Iranian resis-
tance in camps Ashraf and Liberty in neighboring Iraq. Today, these
women live under the threat of expulsion or of becoming bargaining
chips, and are thus compelled to tolerate an array of restrictions. The
residents of Camp Liberty are currently denied protection and are
forced to live in horrendous living conditions that are akin to being

imprisoned.

A universal movement is needed that will rise up and defend this
epicenter where the struggle for freedom and equality is in full force

and, as a result, make a noble contribution to the world.

We expect that as Iranian women confront religious fascism, the free
women of Western countries will also rise up against the manifesta-
tions of the policy of appeasement and against the statesmen who
support the mullahs’ religious dictatorship. This is a humanitarian,
ethical and democratic obligation, since anyone engaged in the pol-
icy of appeasement is directly involved in solidifying the pillars of
religious tyranny in Iran and thereby in the spread of terrorism and

fundamentalism.

For years, these governments officially stated that the blacklisting of
the Iranian opposition had been intended to comply with the de-
mands of the Iranian regime. They even defied European and British
court rulings that called for the removal of this designation for three
years until finally our resistance managed, through an extensive po-
litical and legal campaign, to compel these governments to delist
the PMOI. Nonetheless, many key EU member states continue to

espouse policies that impose various blockades against the Iranian
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resistance movement. In the United States, the State Department
continued to keep the Iranian resistance on its blacklist, without
substantive evidence or legal basis, in order to avoid upsetting its
relations with Tehran’s ruling mullahs. Bug, it, too, was compelled to
delist the PMOI in September 2012 on the basis of a federal court
of appeals ruling.

Activists of the equality movement worldwide must reject this viola-
tion of the fundamental values of the West by collusions that fur-
ther strengthen fundamentalism. They must join hands and stand
united against authoritarian governments and institutions that are
working to imperil the achievements of humanity and particularly
the accomplishments of women. Indeed, once Iran’s dictatorship is
compelled to give its place to the rule of freedom and democracy,
and once Iranian women gain freedom and equality, the worldwide

equality movement will take a major leap forward.

ARAB SPRING

The uprisings in the Middle East and North Africa have signaled
the desire for freedom and equality for the people in those regions.

These movements have grown out of a fundamental conflict.

In reality, societies in that part of the world require a set of relation-
ships based on freedom and democracy for the sake of advancement
and evolution. Yet, the stubborn dictatorships, which cannot rule

without repression and terror, have blocked their path.

The leader of the Iranian resistance, Massoud Rajavi, has said: “The
path to industrial growth and capitalism in these countries, with-
out political freedoms—indispensable to the path of economic and
social development—has reached a dead end. The pre-capitalist, fun-
damentalist regime in Iran has put up this blockade far more than
others, for which reason the alarms over its overthrow have begun

to sound.”
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I must emphasize that these movements, by their nature and in their
essence, are anti-fundamentalist. Nevertheless, with the overthrow of

tyrannies, they run the risk of being derailed by the fundamentalists.

To quash the Arab Spring once and for all, the mullahs have been
waiting in the wings with the sinister motto of “Islamic awakening.”
In Iran, the mullahs have reached a roadblock, and in order to main-
tain power, they need to take the fate of the Arab Spring hostage.

For this reason, many warily asked: “Will these revolutions culmi-
nate in the fundamentalists ascending to power, as happened in Iran
33 years ago? And will the women who have so courageously taken

part in the uprisings not become its biggest losers?”

Is the ultimate fate of our nations anything other than dictatorships

or theocracies?

Have the struggles for change and the movements for freedom

reached a deadlock?

No. It is never that way.

Why?

Because today we have an answer; one that offers a breakthrough

for freedom and equality. It is an option that steers society toward

genuine progress and development.

This answer is women’s assumption of responsibility and their active

participation and leadership.

Allow me to refer to the experience of the Iranian revolution. While
the revolution was stolen by Khomeini, a magnificent resistance
emerged to challenge it. This resistance heralds freedom and de-

mocracy for Iran’s future and hinges on women’s leadership roles.
y g p

Fundamentalists begin with the oppression and degradation of

women in order to erect the pillars of their power. Nevertheless, the

14



Threat of Islamic Fundamentalism

struggle and the uprising involving these very oppressed women will
undoubtedly result in the defeat of fundamentalism.

This reality is the essence of what our resistance movement has gone
through. This experience proves that as the struggle to attain free-
dom and democracy becomes more difficult, and the face-off with
religious fundamentalism becomes more profound, gender equality
and women’s participation in the struggle, particularly their leader-
ship roles, becomes more indispensable.

Here, I want to elaborate on what women’s leadership means in
practice and what its outcomes have been thus far.

Does it mean that men are marginalized and only women should
carry out the resistance?

Does it mean that men have to hand over the management of the
resistance movement to women?

No, not at all! This phenomenon has neither come to eliminate
others, nor compete with the existing status quo. But, it is seek-
ing to build a set of relationships based on freedom, equality and
democracy.

For this reason, in the resistance movement led by women, men
have not been marginalized. To the contrary, they have become
more emancipated and responsible while remaining more resolved
in the struggle for freedom. For women’s assumption of responsibil-
ity rests on free choice and expression, as well as on their genuine
participation alongside men.

Isn't the most urgent and necessary response to the problem of
youths their participation in all aspects of society’s economic and
political undertakings?

So, an alternative approach is needed that would guarantee women’s
genuine participation; a set of relationships based on taking into
account and hearing out the people; a set of relationships based on

tolerance and lenience. Thus, women are the answer.
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INTERNATIONAL SOLIDARITY

Today, a common menace threatens not only Iranian women, but
also our sisters in Iraq, Lebanon, Egypt, Somalia, Afghanistan and
elsewhere. Hence, a united front is indispensable against fundamen-
talism and the policy of appeasement. The activities of the women’s
movement are not meant to be merely complementary in the strug-
gle against fundamentalism. Rather, without the pioneering role of

women, overcoming this demon will be impossible.

This is one of the greatest urgencies of our time. We live in an era
where the solutions and approaches that support and reinforce the
male-dominated regime have reached their demise while a new solu-
tion founded on values offered by equality is needed. Women have
an enormous and as yet untapped potential to affect changes in the
world that herlad freedom and equality. This noble capacity will

lead human society to genuine freedom.

When women rise up to partake in this battle, they tend to discover
their forgotten powers. We can only realize our real powers when we
engage in a serious struggle. This is the path that leads to new op-
portunities and rebirths. It is on this path that women overcome the
destructive skepticism of their own might and find out that not only
are they worthy of this struggle, but it is they who are the guides and

leaders towards freedom.

Bearing this outlook, we can answer the primary question: Does the
world need the equality movement to engage in the broad-based
realm of the struggle against fundamentalism?

The answer is yes, because women form the primary force of strug-
gle against fundamentalism. Without their participation, the world
would not be able to overcome the danger that threatens mankind.
The heart of the matter is that the defeat of fundamentalism will be

realized only through women’s leadership.
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The equality movement forms the source of our power and unity in
an active and organized struggle. This is a movement that height-
ens the flames of resistance and returns dignity and noble values to
human life. This movement is today’s force for advancement and
victory and holds tomorrow’s promises. So, let us rise up together
for the sake of our common ideals and historic responsibilities. This
is our duty; it is within our powers and it is what both present and

future generations expect from us.

THE WAY TO DEFEAT FUNDAMENTALISM

How can we defeat fundamentalism and misogyny? How can we
prevent the burial of democracy in countries under the influence of
fundamentalism? The answer lies in women’s leadership. If one seeks
to eliminate the culture of male-dominance as one that is inhuman,
one must destroy it in its entirety. Accordingly, the establishment of
democracy is impossible without women playing an active role in
political leadership. Otherwise, any hypothetical progress would be

reversible.

When we envision the prospects of this cause and the struggle we
are engaged in for equality, we see horizons where we can turn to-
day’s darkness into brightness while breaking the chains and attain-

ing freedom.

Women whose potentials are not taken seriously today can and must
show their powers. Fundamental change in this regard is not a far-
fetched dream and neither is the emancipation of all mankind. The
only practical solution for emancipation is born out of a theory that
upholds the human being as the most sacred being for humankind
and consequently pursues equality as its goal. This is the horizon

before us and we shall definitely succeed in reaching it.
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ENTIRELY BASED ON GENDER APARTHEID

In the mindset of Khomeini and his fundamentalist followers, the
most important boundary in relationships among human beings is
based on gender. Putting aside the historical and fundamental dif-
ferences in this example, one can claim that just as the ideology and
culture of Hitler’s fascism was based on racial supremacy, Khomeini-
type fundamentalism is based on gender apartheid. If one day, the
fundamentalists discard the notion of men’s inherent and eternal
hegemony over women, they would in effect undergo an essential
transformation. They would no longer retain their current identity
and would not be able to continue to maintain their present political
system. Male-dominance plays a pivotal role in the fundamentalist
value system and in their defined standards of piety, charity, sin and
punishment, among others. Consequently, they believe that a man

is superior and a woman is considered a slave meant to serve him."

1. On the eve of the Fourth World Conference of Women in Bejing, the mullahs’ Cultural
Revoltion Council published a critique of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). This is a very telling document about
institutionalization of discrimination against women in the mullahs’ regime. This document
describes CEDAW as “one of the concentrated and grassroot works of the UN” to realize
“colonial goals under the mask of defending women’s rights”. The document states that “the

spirit ruling this convention”, i.e. equality of men and women, is essentially incompatible with
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The founder of this regime, Khomeini, wrote in his book, the Zahrir
al-vasila: “Women are evil beings. If a woman refuses to create the
suitable conditions to please her husband, her husband has a right
to beat her up, increasing the intensity of the beating on a daily basis

in order to force her into submission.”?

Fundamentalist theoreticians do not, in their final analysis, regard
women as human beings even though the more recent of their
thinkers have decided to take a more ambiguous stance on the topic.
For example, Mottahari® says in contradictory terms that, “Women
and men are equal in terms of their humanity, but are two distinct
human beings with two different types of characteristics and psy-
chologies... This does not arise out of geographical, historical or
social factors, but has been designed in the context of Creation.
Nature had certain goals when creating such differences and any
action against nature and its constitution would bear undesirable

consequences.”

Rafsanjani, the mullahs’ former President, stressing the “different
physical structure and powers” in men and women, has claimed:

“Equality has no priority over justice. Justice does not imply that

the foundations of the clerical regime. It further cites Khomeini’s remarks to the leaders of
the Iranian regime, when he said, “Express abhorrence to the idea of equal rights (for women
and men)”. The document adds, “According to the Imam (Khomeini) the idea of equality will
destroy divine rules in all respects and is oppression against women. The Imam threatened the

person who said this with excommunication.”

2. Tahrir al-vasila (Instrument of Writing), section on marriage and divorce, nashouz discourse,

first question.

3. Ayatollah Morteza Mottahari (1919-1979) was one of Khomeini’s senior students. After
the fall of the Shah, Khomeini appointed him to head a so-called Revolutionary Council that
ran the country’s affairs for several months. Prior to the 1979 revolution, Mottahari wrote a
number of books in which he tried to present Khomeini’s reactionary views wrapped in modern
vernacular. He is therefore known as one of the main theoreticians of the fundamentalist regime

presently ruling Iran.

4. Morteza Mottahari, Nezam-e Hoqoug-e Zan Dar Eslam (The Rights of Women in Islam),
Sadra Publications, Tehran: 1990, p. 18.
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all laws should be equal for both women and men... Differences
in height, fitness, voice, growth, structure of muscles and physical
abilities between men and women indicate that men are stronger
and more capable in all these regards... The man’s brain is larger;
men are more rational and logical while most women are emotional
and sentimental... These influence the allocation of responsibilities,

duties and rights.”

The so-called threat of disregarding physiological differences be-
tween women and men is illusive. The real danger, which has had a
lasting impact throughout history, is the emphasis placed on these
differences to provide the theoretical foundation for gender discrim-
ination. Based on these differences, Mottahari affirms: “Men’s spiri-
tual superiority over women has been designed by Mother Nature.
It is useless for women to try, however hard, to defy this reality.
Since women are more sensitive than men, they must accept the fact

that they need men’s supervision over their lives.”

In this viewpoint, the right to divorce is reserved exclusively for
men. According to Mottahari: “If the man decides not to lose his
wife and remain loyal to her, then the wife will also love him and
remain loyal to him. [Therefore,] nature has placed the natural key

to the termination of marriage in the hands of the man.”

From this standpoint, the woman gains her self-confidence from the
man and does everything she can to earn his trust. Her flesh, soul
and identity belong to the man and she identifies herself through

the man’s identity.

We believe that this sort of thinking is anti-monistic and puts the

man in place of God, for a woman. This thinking is against Islam,

5. State-run newspaper, Ettela’at, June 7, 1986
6. Mottahari, op.cit., pp. 215-6.
7. Ibid., p. 267.
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because in Islam, the essence of a human being is not defined by
physiological differences between the sexes or by racial and ethnic
variations, but is rather attributable to the exclusive qualities of
humans such as awareness, volition and a sense of responsibility.
Accordingly, there are no differences in the duties and responsibili-

ties of a man and a woman.

When the fundamentalists seized power in Iran, the misogynous
interpretation of Islam expanded beyond mere theory and was codi-

fied into law.

MISOGYNY CODIFIED IN THE LAWS

The constitution of the Velayat-e Faqih (the absolute rule of a juris-
prudent) predicates gender equality on the “observance of Islamic
rules,” namely the rulings of the misogynous religion of the mullahs
which most violently enforces inequality against women. The laws
of the clerical regime deprive women of their rights to be elected
as presidents, leaders or judges. The statutes in this regime are also

filled with misogyny and gender discrimination.®

In the genuine doctrine of Islam, a woman is the owner of all her
thoughts and her body. The reactionaries, however, believe that the
man owns his wife’s body and soul. They see a woman as the slave of
a man and justify this way of thinking under the guise of the sanc-
tity of the institution of family.

The Iranian regime’s civil code says that the man is the head of the
family while the woman must remain dependent on her husband
for affairs concerning housing, divorce, employment, nationality,
education and travel, among others. The civil code has been written

on the basis of discrimination against women and various chapters

8. The misogynous laws of the mullahs’ regime have been fully explained at the end of this book.
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are filled with obvious instances of inequality in the most oppressive

forms.

The Islamic Punishment Act, which is the current penal code in
Iran, is not only misogynous, but it officially legitimizes violence
and torture. The laws drawn up for stoning, for example, are de-

signed to torture the victim in the most vicious way possible.’

Stoning is absolutely not condoned by the Quran nor is it in any
way related to Islam. It is a legacy of primitive societies and was also

formulated in the laws of Talmud and past religions.

Public hanging of a woman, Tehran

9. Section 4 of the Act describes the procedures for punishment by stoning to death. Article
104 states, for example, “The stones shall not be so big so as to kill the person by one or two
strikes, neither shall the stone be so small that it cannot be called a stone.” An English version
of the Act is available on <http://www.iranhrdc.org/english/human-rights-documents/iranian-

codes/3200-islamic-penal-code-of-the-islamic-republic-of-iran-book-one-and-book-two.html>

10. Will Durant, The Story of Civilization, vol. 1, p. 387 (of the Farsi translation)
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A MISOGYNISTIC OUTLOOK

From the standpoint of fundamentalism, sexual sin or piety is the
main yardstick by which a value system is measured. The most hei-
nous and unforgivable sins are considered to be sexual lapses. Piety
or purity is also judged through a lens of sexual purity and hardly
oversteps the individual bounds into the greater political and so-
cial domains. Purity and corruption are essentially evaluated and
interpreted on the basis of sexual behavior. The socialization of this
yardstick has led to the creation of higher walls for dividing the
genders. Fundamentalists see women as ominous, evil creatures that
symbolize sin and seduction and must not leave the confines of their
homes, since their mere presence in society at large would cause oth-

ers to commit sin.

Meanwhile, at home, the woman must slavishly serve the man’s car-
nal desires so that he would not have to commit sins outside the
home. The reactionaries look at both life and the afterlife through
their misogynistic spectacles. They have even created myths about
the story of Prophet Mohammad’s ascension to Heaven (Me7aj) in
an attempt to emphasize the importance of avoiding sexual sins.
They cite the Prophet as saying, for example: “I saw a woman hang-
ing from her hair whose brain was boiling because she had not cov-
ered her hair. I saw a woman who had been hanged from her tongue
and hell’s boiling water was being poured into her throat, because
she had annoyed her husband. I saw a woman hanging from her feet
in a furnace of fire, because she had stepped out of home without

her husband’s permission...”"!

11. Allameh Majlissi, Hayat al-Qoloob (“Life of Hearts”), vol 2, p. 292. Mohammad Baqer
Majlissi, known as Allameh Majlissi, lived in the 17th century AC. He was one of the most
renowned scholars in religious sciences at the time of the Safavid Dynasty and enjoyed
widespread influence in the court of the dynasty’s last king. He wrote and compiled many books
on the history of Islam and the life and remarks of the leaders of Islam. Considerable parts of his

works deal with distorted and altered interpretations attributed to Islam.
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Such fabricated myths are nowhere to be found in the Quran. The
Quran contains more than 6,200 verses, the great majority of which
deal with ontology, history and the nature of humankind while em-
phasizing human responsibility. The total number of verses focusing
on religious precepts does not exceed 500 and only a handful of

them deal with sexual vice and virtue.

In the stories narrated from the Prophet, there are seven mortal sins:
losing faith in God’s mercy, homicide, robbing the belongings of
orphans, sorcery and demagoguery, usury, escaping holy war and
slandering against women. All these instances of sin relate in one
way or another to society at large. So, the question is, “Why do
fundamentalists take pains to underscore sexual segregation as a ma-
jor criterion, while in Islam making accusations against women is a

cardinal sin?”

The answer is: They do so because this is the only way they can sit
on the throne of religious power and abuse religion in a most despi-
cable manner. They make multitudes of people turn inward while

vehemently reproaching them on a religious basis.

On one side are throngs of sinners who must look for a way to
compensate for their sins; on the other are the mullahs who por-
tray themselves as clear of all sin and distant from forbidden sexual
limits. Through this mechanism, they make the depressed and iso-
lated “sinners” become obedient. “Sinful” individuals are obligated
to serve their “pious supreme leader” while believing that the more

sins they commit, the more they will have to serve the mullahs.

It thus becomes clear why the fundamentalists put so much empha-
sis on sexual sins. They do so as a means of creating and maintain-
ing a suppressive social apparatus. Under the domination of men,
women are seen as objects for satisfying men’s sexual desires and as

beings that constantly challenge men’s willpower. Men, in contrast
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to women, are considered to have free will and to be masters of their
desires and must prove their worth through suppressing the sources
of sin (i.e. women) in a bid to reach the purity promised to them by
the mullahs. The mullahs, in turn, impose their own status on soci-
ety and present themselves as ideal human beings, something that
members of society will never attain. The mullahs, both the sources
and guardians of an outlook based on sexual drives in the world,
impose their will and power, while also acting as this social system’s
legislators and suppressive forces. Under the rule of the mullahs in
Iran, there are dozens of patrols and spying institutions whose main
function is to find excuses for furthering this suppression in all com-

mercial offices and other social institutions.

THE DYNAMICS OF SOCIAL SUPPRESSION

One of the important attributes that qualitatively distinguishes the
suppressive acts of fundamentalists from those committed by all
other forms of dictatorship is interference in the most detailed as-
pects of people’s private lives. In this way, fear permeates deep down
in society with justifications in Sharia law about the most hidden

aspects of women’s behavior.

Under these pretexts, the regime’s Revolutionary Guards and the
paramilitary Bassij forces raid private parties and launch on-the-spot
street inspections, citing a mandate to check and control women
and their relations with men on the basis of their self-proclaimed

version of Islam.

The mullahs issue directives specifying the color and style of wom-
en’s attire. They also issue instructions that ban women from such
things as laughing in public or participating as spectators in soccer

matches. By taking these measures, they boost the morale of their
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ardent forces while claiming that these measures serve the goals of
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The ticket issued for a woman in Tehran for wearing nail polish:
22,500 rials (roughly $23) for polishing 4.5 fingers.

In the table of fines, the punishments for these types of “crimes” are

listed:

Placing glasses over the head: 18,000 rials

Wearing short garbs: 35,000 rials

Wearing brightly colored garbs: 35,000 rials

Wearing nail polish: 5,000 rials for each finger

Bright hair color: 50,000 to 150,000 rials, depending on the color

Now, if misogyny were rejected, the religious structures that grew
out of its foundation would be rendered irrelevant. As a result, the

mullahs and fundamentalists would no longer have their theoreti-

12. In the Iranian regime’s Penal Code, the punishment for unveiled women is imprisonment
from 10 days to two months. As for improper veiling, which is an undefined charge, there is a

list of various punishments.
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cal support structure, and what would remain is a normal police or

military dictatorship disarmed of all its religious justifications.

The source of all claims made by the mullahs and the source of all
the distractions, attractions and positions of the fundamentalists is
misogyny. For example, their opposition to Western democracies
and their anti-colonialist mottos stem from their assumption that

they cause women to step out of the confines of their homes.

Those who have lived in Iran or follow its developments can easily
see the truth of the statement that fundamentalists treat the coun-
try as if it were occupied. They consider women as spoils of war.
They view them as their prisoners and want to have a free hand in
committing all forms of violation and abuse against them. On the
surface, one hears the mullahs preach about chastity. Behind this
deceitful facade, however, are an intention to suppress and the ten-
dency to take possession and commit abuses. This is what victimizes
women and has pushed the forces of this regime beyond the limits

of humanity.

This basic misogynistic dynamic is the central core around which

the regime’s suppressive agencies have formed.

When the mullahs seized power in Iran, they encountered a vast
energy liberated by the 1979 revolution as well as the prevalence of
a powerful tendency in society to overturn obsolete relationships.
They used gender apartheid and misogyny to suppress and restrain

these enormous energies and potentials.

The mullahs’ strengthened the malevolent tendencies of their opera-
tives through the institution of gender segregation and by taking

ownership of women, thus creating a force for general suppression.

Systematic sexual discrimination accompanied by physical and psy-

chological oppression degrades and humiliates women. Its practical
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outcome is increased rates of depression in women in Iran with an

unprecedented number of them committing suicide.'

The mullahs justify their misogyny and suppression of women by
resorting to ethical and religious pretexts. The great contradiction,
however, is that prostitution has increased in Iran under the mul-
lahs’ rule more than at any other period in Iran’s history. Many for-
eign reporters visiting Iran have said that they were astonished by

the high rate of prostitution there.

Indeed, the Iranian regime has itself acknowledged that the age of
prostitution has dropped to 13 years, and is prevalent among female
school students. State-sponsored gangs are involved in the business
of sexual slavery, one of the most profitable businesses in today’s
Iran. In the aftermath of the earthquake that shook the city of Bam
in the winter of 2004, it was common practice for orphaned girls
to be kidnapped. This was pointed out in reports by foreign teams
who had traveled to Bam to provide humanitarian aid to the quake

victims.

SUPPRESSION OF WOMEN, THE MAIN EXPRESSION OF
FUNDAMENTALISM

People around the world have been exposed to only an insignificant
portion of the real tragedy that has gripped the lives of women in

my homeland.

The mullahs’ regime has descended with colossal destruction on all
the rights and freedoms, as well as the culture, family and private

lives, of Iranian women:

13. Iran is the third country in the world where the growing rate of women’s suicide is predicted
to take over that of men. The first and second ranks belong to China and India. In all countries,
the number of men who die after committing suicide is three times the number of women killed
in the same manner... In Iran, however, research shows that the number of women attempting
suicide is three times that of men. (Deutsche Welle Radio, September 9, 2007)
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Thousands of dissident women have been executed, a statistic

that is unprecedented in the world;

Tens of thousands of women have been tortured as political

prisoners;

Pregnant women have been executed, and mothers tortured in

front of their children;

Women’s social and economic statuses have been diminished,

turning them into second-class citizens;
Gender apartheid has been instituted in society;

Women’s regular movement in the streets is under constant

scrutiny;

Veiling has become compulsory, with additional controls over
the type and color of women’s attire, while women’s faces have
been cut with blades or burnt with acid for violating the dress

code;

Women have been deprived of the right to divorce and cannot

have custody of their own children;

Distorted forms of marriage, including polygamy and tempo-
rary marriages, have become prevalent and justified in various

ways by the mullahs’ abysmal ideology;

Medieval and draconian punishments such as stoning, whose

victims are primarily women, have been instituted;

There is injustice and discrimination in economic coopera-

tion, employment and education;

Young girls —whose families are forced to sell them out of pov-
erty and destitution in a country as rich as Iran —are being traf-
ficked to foreign countries by criminal factions of the clerical

regime;
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* Body parts of innocent, starving and impoverished gitls are

being sold;
There is systematic rape of women in prisons.'*

Rape is the main form of torturing women in the mullahs” dun-
geons and other suppressive organs. When all forms of torture and
even execution and massacre fail to discourage women from enter-
ing the field of struggle, and when torturers fail to break the cele-
brated determination of the female Mojahedin and activists to wage
resistance, the mullahs and their Revolutionary Guards employ the
last form of leverage at their disposal: rape, sexual slander and deg-

radation. The most detested torturers in the history of the cleri-

14. In summer 2009, presidential hopeful Mehdi Karroubi, the Parliament Speaker for two
terms, revealed that revolutionary guards and prison guards raped incarcerated men and women.
In a letter on July 29, 2009 to Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, then-Head of the Assembly of
Experts, Karroubi wrote, “A number of those arrested have mentioned that some people rape
impriosoned girls so viciously that their genitals are torn and injured. Furthermore, imprisoned
boys are also savagely raped. Some of them have consequently become depressed, suffer from
serious psychological and physical disorders and hide at home... The people who told me this
hold sensitive positions in this country, renowned authorities, a number of whom served in the
Sacred War.”

Karroubi submitted specific documents and evidence regarding these claims. Predictably,
however, the clerical regime’s judiciary rejected the case.

The Times of London wrote on September 18, 2009,

“The Times has been given access to 500 pages of documents — a small fraction of the total —
that include handwritten testimony by victims, medical reports and interviews.

"Reports of the use of rape and torture were similar across prisons in Tehran and in other
provinces, wrote one investigator.

“The documents also suggest that a chain of unofficial, makeshift prisons has been set up across
Iran where rape and torture are common practice. In Tehran alone, 37 young men and women
claim to have been raped by their jailers. Doctors’ reports say that two males, aged 17 and 22,
died as a result of severe internal bleeding after being raped... Many of the male rape victims
also spoke of beatings, being subjected to forms of sexual humiliation, including riding naked
colleagues, and living in their underwear in filthy conditions.”

In the 1980s, a large number of young opponents of the Iranian regime, including thousands
of young girls, were detained in political prisons. Khomeini issued a decree sanctioning the
rape of young girls who had been condemned to death. The decree was religiously justified to
deprive virgin girls from going to Heaven after execution. So, the revolutionary guards were
duty-bound to rape them before execution. The practice of rape against female prisoners has

been a systematic form of torture practiced in Iranian jails ever since.
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cal regime’s prisons, such as Assadollah Lajevardi and Haj Davoud
Rahmani, are infamous for committing rape. In the 1980s, women’s
prisons included a unit called the residential unit, which existed as
a place for raping female prisoners. Female prisoners were told, “We
will do things to you which would prevent you from having the

courage to return to your families.”"

“Rape” is also the raison d étre of the clerical regime’s Vice Bureaus.'
The savagery committed to date against defenseless women and girls

in these places forms a voluminous case.

15. The Residential Unit was an apartment complex belonging to the prison’s personnel that
was turned into a special ward of the women’s prison in the early 1980s. In this ward, the
revolutionary guards and torturers were absolutely free to commit wicked crimes against
women. The ward is infamous among revolutionary guards as “haram” and the prisoners
taken there are considered “booty.” A former political prisoner who spent several years in
prison, said: “Our information about the Residential Unit is very limited because hardly
anyone who returned from the Residential Unit was of sound mind. Everyone returning
from the Residential Unit suffered from some form of severe mental disorder. They either did
not tell us anything or did not remember anything at all about what had been done to them?”
Another prisoner wrote: “The things we know about the Residential Unit are limited to the
scattered, sometimes irrelevant and incoherent statements by the insane” Another wrote,
“After months, I managed to build a relation with one of the returnees of the Residential
Unit and gain her trust. She told me that they had been forced to eat at the same table with
their interrogators and torturers. This is very distressful for a prisoner, especially when you
are a woman. Then, with the slightest excuse, like beginning to eat without the permission
of your interrogator, they beat the prisoner with cables, flogs or anything else, so much that
she went unconscious. Then the prisoner was forced to say, T was wrong. Then they had
to kiss the hand of the interrogator before they could begin to eat their food. Again, there
would be another excuse. The prisoner had to place the interrogator’s food in the plate and
offer it to him and if she refused, the same scene would repeat. Whenever we began to get
close to the topic of sexual assaults in the Residential Unit, this prisoner became so hysterical,
that she could not continue” Another prisoner wrote: “In this unit, prisoners were kept on
foot for several consecutive days and not allowed to rest. They were forced to run in the
yard under snow and in cold weather. They were forced to make animal noises. This was
done simultaneous with the tapes of clerics singing sermons being loudly broadcast from
loudspeakers in the unit. The pressure was so great that it made many prisoners decide to
commit suicide”

16. The agency promoting virtue and fobidding vice, also known as the Vice Bureau, was
formed to control the interaction among the population, particularly those between men and
women. Raiding private parties and arresting the guests, on-the-spot interrogation of boys and

gitls in the streets, controlling women’s make-up and dress by issuing fines and making arrests
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In February 2004, after returning from a weeklong visit to Tehran,
Dr. Yakin Erturk, then-the UN Human Rights Commission Special
Rapporteur on Violence against Women , reported that Iranian
women had been condemned to death on the basis of false evidence.
In many instances, the case was turned against the woman who filed
the complaint in the first place. Even victims of rape faced numer-

ous obstacles before being heard.

This is why we continue to maintain that this regime is at war with
the people of Iran. This is why the Iranian people’s democratic
struggle against this regime is not limited to the regime’s uranium
enrichment, nuclear program or even its relationship with Iraq.
Their struggle is against the entirety of religious fascism, whose cul-
ture and history can be summed up by rape and assault: Rape and
assault of the dignity, respect and rights of Iranian women and men.

Therefore, women across Iran should know that although the pain
of inequality, humiliation and disrespect has filled their hearts and
although the mullahs have trampled upon their personal, familial,
social and political rights and opted to destroy their human identity,
there is a potential in them that has turned Iranian women into

forces capable of toppling the mullahs’ regime.

Iranian women shake the foundations of the mullahs’ rule when
they rise up in the heart of Tehran and chant that freedom and a
minimum wage are the indisputable rights of the people of Iran.
Their determination will help realize the demands of the people of
Iran. They are Iran’s future.

The clerical regime’s animosity towards and crimes against women
stem from the fact that they are terrified of them. Iranian society is

filled with new demands and a burning desire for change. The com-

are among the duties of this suppressive organ. The agents of this bureau have arrested numerous
women and girls for “behavior contardicting purity” or for “improper veiling,” and subsequently

raped them in their detention centers.
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pressed energy for change in Iran resides in women as the pioneers
of this struggle. They are the ones that can definitively defeat the
fundamentalists.

SPREADING MISOGYNY TO OTHER COUNTRIES

Fundamentalism, due to its very nature, cannot be limited to the
confines of geographical borders. When spilling over to other coun-
tries, fundamentalism spreads its misogyny as well. The expansion
of fundamentalism and misogyny can be studied from three differ-

ent angles:

First, the export and expansion of Islamic fundamentalism is de-
pendent on the rule of fundamentalists in Iran. The Iranian regime
has never concealed its strategic goal of establishing a global Islamic
empire. Mohammad Khatami, a former president of the regime,
has said, “In the strategy of preserving the Islamic Revolution,
we must have in mind ‘expansion’ and not mere ‘preservation’.””
Second, Islamic fundamentalism is not compatible with modernity.
It, therefore, seeks to survive under any circumstance by attacking
and expanding into other countries. This is why Khomeini insisted
on continuing eight years of war with Iraq, often saying, “War is the

basis of life,” and “Peace would mean the burial of Islam.”

The third aspect of examining the spread of fundamentalism is the
existence of suitable conditions for its growth in recent decades.
Two very important factors in this regard are the disintegration of
the former Soviet Union and the decline of Arab nationalism due

to the Gulf War.

In 1988, when the first signs of instability emerged in the Soviet

Union, Khomeini wrote a letter to the Soviet leader Mikhail

17. Khatami was explaining the doctrine of the "export of revolution” in a roundtable
discussion on the "National Security Strategy of the Islamic Republic of Iran." His comments

were published in Resalat newspaper on July 7, 1991.
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Gorbachev inviting him to convert to Islam! Although this seemed
to be a diplomatically frivolous measure, it demonstrated the mul-

lahs” intent in advancing their fundamentalist objectives.'®

In the early 1990s, the Iranian resistance underscored that “Islamic
fundamentalism” was “the new global threat.”" Unfortunately, few
people took it seriously back then, but with the passing of time
and after witnessing bitter catastrophes like the one on September
11, 2001, the situations in Afghanistan and Iraq and the situation
of Muslims in Western countries, the accuracy of the Iranian resis-

tance’s assessment was confirmed and validated.?

Amid the uproar of the mullahs’ warmongering and terrorism in the
Middle East and Islamic countries, the trampling of women’s rights
and freedoms has not been very evident. But, in fact, fundamental-
ism has thrown the lives of women in these countries backwards to

a point in the distant past.

18. This letter was issued on January 1, 1989.

19. Islamic Fundamentalism: The New Global Threar was published by the Foreign Relations
Committee of the National Council of Resistance of Iran in 1993, offering an in-depth study of
the historical precedence of Velayat-e Faqib, its reactionary nature and its instruments of survival,
i.e. domestic repression and exportation of terrorism. The book analyzed the phenomenon of
Islamic Fundamentalism that was, until then, unknown to the world and explained its danger
to Muslim societies and peace in the Middle East. The book suggested that the solution to
Islamic fundamentalism would be a democratic Islam. See Mohammad Mohaddessin, Islamic
Fundamentalism: The New Global Threat, Seven Locks Press, 1993.

20. In 1994, on the invitation of Norwegian parties, Maryam Rajavi travelled to Norway where
she warned against the danger of the leviathan of religious tyranny and Islamic fundamentalism
whose heart beats in Tehran. At the time, seven years before the September 11 attacks, while the
West remained ignorant of this growing threat and overlooked the Iranian regime’s obvious role
in terrorist attacks including the one on the Khobar Towers in Saudi Arabia, Mrs. Rajavi said,
“Islamic fundamentalism has become the most dangerous threat to the world and to peace in
the Middle East... Iran’s ruling mullahs abuse the religious beliefs of over a billion Muslims to
expand their rule, export crisis and build tension. Interfering in the affairs of Islamic countries,
issuing death decrees for foreign nationals, terrorist operations in various countries, allocating
delirious budgets for procurement of various types of weapons including weapons of mass
destruction (biological and chemical) and especially efforts to gain nuclear arms, are only part
of their behavior and positions on the international scene. Such manners are entwined with the

nature and existence of these reactionaries.”
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Among other countries, Iraq has always been the prime target for
the mullahs’ exportation of fundamentalism. Its unique geopolitical
features such as its majority Shiite population, its status as the host
of the tombs of six Shiite imams, and the fact that it shares a 1,200
kilometer-long border with Iran, make Iraq a ripe fruit, as the mul-

lahs say, ready to be harvested.

Although the Iranian resistance was the first to expose the clerical
regime’s nuclear program and weapons of mass destruction, today
the growing danger of Tehran’s meddling in Iraq is a hundred times
greater than the regime’s nuclear menace. The clerical regime works
to export fundamentalism to Iraq by dispatching its agents who
have been trained in Qom and Tehran. Women are the first victims

of this advance of fundamentalism into Iraq.

Forty-five years ago, Iraqi women had gained some rights after the
adoption of a new family law called, “The Law on Personal Status.”
Those rights included prohibiting arbitrary divorce by men, allow-
ing divorced mothers to take custody of their children and restrict-
ing polygamy.

After 2003, however, when the U.S. attacked Iraq and made the
greater mistake of allowing Tehran-backed groups to rule Iraq, the
country’s women’s rights and freedoms began to degenerate and
were replaced by an ever-expanding gender apartheid system. They
practically lost many of the rights that they had previously enjoyed

and were condemned to live in fear, insecurity and poverty.

It is chilling to hear that attacking, killing and raping women is
rampant in the neighboring country of Iraq. Female doctors and
professors are assassinated and girls are kidnapped from the streets;
incidents like the raping of female university students by paramili-
tary troops are ongoing. Beauty salons are attacked and destroyed.

A large number of female students in high schools and universities
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have been forced to drop out of school. Some schools for girls have
even been closed down, resulting in a large number of women be-

coming poor and homeless.

The fundamentalist threat against women’s rights and liberties
has also increased drastically in other countries like Afghanistan,
Pakistan, Lebanon, Palestine, Algeria, Sudan and Somalia. A num-
ber of countries have imitated the misogynous laws established by
Iran’s clerical rulers. Punishment by stoning has emerged in other
countries after it was carried out by the regime in Iran. Compulsory
veiling and depriving women of the freedom to choose the way they

dress have also been exported from Iran to many Muslim countries.

FUNDAMENTALISTS IN WESTERN COUNTRIES

In Western countries, fundamentalists wish to create a bogus con-
frontation between Islamic and Western cultures. The issue of wom-
en is the most serious topic in this cultural challenge. Reports on the

situation of Muslim women in these countries are shocking.

Two decades ago, it was inconceivable to hear of a woman rejecting
examination by a male doctor, especially if her life depended on it.

Today, however, we face such occurrences.

This happens despite the fact that the simple, unraveling principle
in the authentic Islamic canon stresses Yos7, which means ease and
simplicity. The Quran clearly emphasizes that those in poor health
are not obliged to participate in fasting. On the same grounds, it is
not permissible to put one’s life at risk because the doctor is male or
female. Therefore, during times of serious illness or a threat to one’s
life, examination by any doctor (be it male or female) is permitted

without any hindrances.
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The fact is that today’s Muslim women seek refuge in reactionary
and fundamentalist ideologies as a response to the degradation of
women in Western culture because they cannot see an acceptable

alternative.
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Democratic Islam, The lIdeological and
Political Response to Fundamentalism

IN SEARCH OF AN ENLIGHTENED ISLAM

While Islamic fundamentalism has become a global threat, we must
figure out how it can be best remedied. It is evident that one should
look for an effective ideological and political response in the face of
such a threat. If we do so, we will clearly discover that the answer
lies in a “democratic Islam,” since no one can ask more than 750
million Muslim women or 1.5 billion total Muslims worldwide to
reject fundamentalism in favor of a non-Islamic model. While the
central element in this response is Islam itself, it is a genuine Islam

that is democratic and stands as the antithesis to fundamentalism.

The immediate question then is, “What is the truth of Islam?” Is it
what the fundamentalist rulers of Iran claim it to be? Are the crimes
committed by the clerical regime in Iran under the banner of Islam

truly rooted in Islam?

The fact is that the mullahs have nothing to do with genuine Islam.
It would be the greatest gift to the mullahs to regard their actions
as Islamic. The worst deceit of our time is that reactionary charla-
tans like Khomeini have portrayed themselves as symbols of Islam.
On the other hand, Islam should be viewed as the religion of hope,

compassion, emancipation, freedom, love, friendship, peace, prog-
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ress, tolerance, lenience, kindness, clemency and selflessness to pro-
mote comfort and freedom for others. It is a religion that embodies
all the beauties of the earth and all the genuine beauties and values
that characterize humanity. Islam has the greatest respect for human
beings, especially women, and seeks equality and freedom for them.
Meanwhile, the reactionary mullahs preach that Islam is a religion
of hardships, torture, revenge, war, misery, despair, spite, coercion,
compulsion and all the darkness and evil on earth; in a word, a reli-

gion that buries humanity alive.

The mullahs should be asked: “Where in Islam have the crimes you
commit been endorsed? Where in Islam and the Quran have the
killing and massacre of political prisoners, especially thousands of
women including 13-year-old girls, 70-year-old mothers and preg-
nant women, endorsed? Where does Islam say you are permitted to
label women, humiliate them on the streets, stone them or rape and
harass them in prison torture chambers? Is it not the explicit guid-

ance of the Quran that there is to be no compulsion in religion?”

Fundamentalists overemphasize the Aijab (veiling) and other similar
issues on the basis of gender segregation, offering a distorted picture
of the religion, as if Islam is exclusively concerned about such issues.
A quick glance at the Quran, however, shows that out of a total of
6,234 verses, only three or four reference the /ijab. Here, you can
see the charlatanism of the mullahs in drawing up a picture of Islam
that is all about the Ahijab. '

1. Only a month after the mullahs seized power in Iran, Khomeini’s operatives attacked women
on the streets with the slogan of “cither the veil or a hit on the head.” This was to lay the
grounds for imposing compulsory Aijab (veiling) on women. The PMOT officially denounced
such suppressive behavior and forcible veiling. PMOI women’s role was significant in those days
in confronting this phenomenon. Although they wore scarves, they bravely stood up against
the detested slogan of “cither the veil or a hit on the head.” Even before the fall of the Shah
and the 1979 revolution, PMOI women resisted the mullahs’ misogyny, which was gradually
emerging in those days while the mullahs were still in the opposition. Kayhan daily, January 17,
1979, no. 10615, wrote on page 7: “PMOI women published a revealing statement denouncing
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Against this medieval regime, the experience of the Iranian resis-
tance movement is living proof of Islam’s conviction to equality. The
pioneering women of the Iranian resistance who have undertaken
the most crucial responsibilities in the liberation movement have
been inspired by a democratic Islam that believes in equality. They
have been able to lead a movement in the face of an overzealous
religious dictatorship. They have been able to overcome the myths
about women’s weaknesses. They have not only freed women but
also men from the shackles of exploitation. They have been able to

pave the path for defeating Iran’s ruling fundamentalists.

This experience is accompanied by numerous achievements, all of
which could be summarized in an effective response to fundamen-

talism that lies in a democratic Islam.

The philosophical foundations and theoretical bases of the PMOI’s
democratic Islam were drawn up by Mohammad Hanifnejad and
Massoud Rajavi years before Khomeini took power. This outlook
stood diametrically opposed to the reactionary and feudalist inter-
pretations of Islam by Khomeini and others, and was based on the
Quran and authentic Islamic texts. The Mojahedin’s democratic
Islam was embraced by millions of young intellectuals and students
in Iran and endorsed by great scholars like Ayatollah Mahmoud
Taleqani.?

the uncouth acts of a small number of people who threaten unveiled women and girls with
burning, stabbing and acid throwing. These actions, caused by lack of knowledge and incited by

treacherous propaganda of mercenary elements, toll the alarm bells.”

2. Ayatollah Seyyed Mahmoud Taleqani was a popular and highly respected religious leader in
Iran. He was a bitter opponent of religious fundamentalism, and a highly regarded interpreter
and scholar of Quran. He was also a key figure in the anti-monarchic revolution of 1979,
and began defending the rights of the Iranian people in the 1930s. During the reign of the
Mohammad-Reza Shah, he was arrested and tortured on several occasions. After the fall of the
Shah in 1979, Taleqani became an outspoken critic of the fundamentalists led by Khomeini who
were trying to monopolize political power. He famously described "dictatorship under the cloak

of religion” as the worst kind of tyranny. He died in September 1979 at the age of 68..
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In the field of practice and throughout the years of confrontation
between democratic Islam and Khomeini’s fundamentalism (from
1979 to now), the quarrel has always been over freedom. While
Khomeini trampled upon all his promises about freedoms after he
seized power, the PMOI stressed from the very early days that the
main question in the Iranian revolution is the question of “funda-

mental freedoms.”

A few months later, in the summer of 1979, Khomeini raised the
issue of “Velayat-e Fagih,” which was vehemently rejected by the
Mojahedin. The PMOI subsequently boycotted the referendum on
the constitution of Khomeini’s Velayat-e Faqih regime.

In 1981, when Khomeini wanted to have the retribution bill passed
by the Majlis (parliament), the PMOI not only called it anti-Islam-

ic, but also denounced it as “inhumane.”

In the years that followed, the feud between these two forces over
Islam continued, each side having completely differing philosophi-
cal, cultural, historical and political standards. The feud over freedom
between democratic and fundamentalist interpretations of Islam has
naturally led to two profoundly different outlooks on women and
their rights and freedoms; just like today where the issue of democ-
racy in any society is intertwined with the issue of equality.

What distinguishes democratic Islam from other fundamentalist
and reactionary interpretations is their approach to the question

of women.

Today, the debate revolves around which of these two interpreta-
tions is right about Islamic philosophy and truth, with each side
claiming to be the followers of the true Islam. What can provide
clarity and outline the differences between these two sides is the way
each camp answers the following question: Does Islam, at its core,
really harbor misogyny?
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DYNAMISM OF THE QURAN

The reactionaries argue that Islamic laws and edicts must be enforced
today exactly as they were 1,400 years ago. Perhaps this is why they
are referred to as fundamentalists. Of course, they dogmatically ad-
here to minor commandments and outdated forms while sacrificing
the principles and fundamentals for their own petty interests. In the
20* century, they absurdly calculated religious fines and tithes based
on the worth of camels, sheep, dates and coins that were in circula-

tion 14 centuries ago.

The Quran is the most sacred book of Islam. Although it is not pri-
marily a book of laws, parts of its verses nonetheless prescribe rules
to be applied in economic and social spheres. Of course, these verses
cover only a limited portion of the Quran, and they do not reflect

all the rules and precepts.

Among the verses containing rules, for example, there are a few re-
ferring to the laws of inheritance, indicating that a woman’s share is
half that of a man. Another verse indicates that a testimony made
by two women is equal to a testimony made by one man. Other
verses do not include specific rules but contain phrases that appear

discriminatory and run counter to women’s rights.

One may wonder how one can believe that Islam is compatible with
the notion and values of equality while the text of these verses can-
not be changed or removed from the Quran. And, does this not lead
to the definitive conclusion that the rules in the Quran and Islam
are fixed and unalterable, making it unrealistic to attribute the no-
tion of equality to Islam?

Beyond the precepts and the historical rules, one must strive to grasp
the spirit of Islam and the Quran’s genuine outlook. The precepts
must not be considered as unalterable dogmas. Rather, as circum-

stances change, they must be replaced by newer precepts that better
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comply with Islam’s social ideals. This is called the dynamism of the
Quran. With such dynamism, it is able to answer the problems and
needs of humanity and society over time. If such dynamism is over-
looked, reactionary thought, oppression and discrimination would

ultimately emerge under the guise of Islam.

Resorting to a dogmatic and formalistic outlook while disregard-
ing substance and spirit is not limited to thinking about Islam and
has a long history. To distinguish right from wrong, one must first
differentiate between the strategic goals and the tactical means for
reaching those goals. Consider, for example, a boat sailing towards
the shore. The ultimate goal is to reach the shore and the strategy is
to sail in a straight, fixed course towards land. The acts of paddling,
adjusting speed and other considerations at varying stages in the
journey should never be considered as fixed or inflexible. Otherwise,
tactics will take the place of strategy and divert or reverse the initial
course. As a result, the actual goal would be forgotten and replaced

by the means.

Thus, it is imperative that we move towards the main goal without
being bogged down by dogmatic thought and, at the same time,
steer clear of opportunism and self-serving actions (i.e. being injudi-
cious about the time-dependent rules and laws). If we fail to do so,

we would certainly steer off the main path.

To understand the true spirit of the Quran, let us refer to it directly,
while noting that it rejects all forms of reactionary and antiquated
interpretations of it and Islam as a whole. The Quran divides and
characterizes verses as follows: Some are unambiguous and firm
(muhlkamat), they form the foundation of the book; others are alle-

gorical or ambiguous (mutashabibat). But people with ill hearts use
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the allegorical verses as a pretext for their interpretations and sow
the seeds of discord.?

‘The muhkamat are verses forming the ideological foundations of
Islam. They include the philosophical, ontological and anthropo-
logical content and bases of Islam. Muzashabibat, however, are verses
dealing with rules of day-to-day life and are not fixed in any way.
Rather, they can be revised and reformed, on the basis of the same
monotheistic substance, in order to pave the way for the advance-
ment of humankind and the fulfillment of social requirements at
various times. Otherwise, they would be reduced to rigid and useless

dogma.

Islam has a dynamism through which it can facilitate social devel-
opment and progress. Since it does not want to advance this cause
through abstract means, Islam’s method from the outset has been to

demarcate mubkamat and motashabibat.

In verse 7 of the Family of Imran, the act of conflating fundamental
principles with tactical rules is condemned. It warns that relying
on allegorical verses is like a whirlwind that drowns those with ill
hearts, but that those with knowledge of the spirit of the religion
will remain immune from this fate. The guiding principle for the
knowledgeable is that the teachings and the message of Islam must
be examined holistically in order to differentiate between the un-

changing principles or muhkamat and the allegorical verses.

Fundamentalists regard historical tactical rules and judgments as

dogma and as being unalterable. This approach contradicts the

3. Family of Imran, verse 7: He it is Who has sent down to thee the Book: In it are verses
basic or fundamental (of established meaning); they are the foundation of the Book: others
are allegorical. But those in whose hearts is perversity follow the part thereof that is allegorical,
seeking discord, and searching for its hidden meanings, but no one knows its hidden meanings
except Allah. And those who are firmly grounded in knowledge say: "We believe in the Book;

the whole of it is from our Lord:" and none will grasp the Message except men of understanding.
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Quran’s definition and classification of verses. As fundamental prin-
ciples of Islam, mubkamat are unalterable while mutashabihat are
relative, dynamic and flexible. In other places, the Quran uses the
term mathani, meaning lenient, flexible and dynamic, to describe
mutashabibat.*

Based on their religious dogmatism and reactionary interpretation
of Islam, the fundamentalists deliberately predicate idealistic values
on practical tactics, which, in the history of Islam, were designed

within the historical limits and potentials of that era.

For example, monotheistic values such as respecting women’s equal-
ity could not have been enforced because the backward realities of
society in that era prevented its institution. So, in order to realize
the ideals of Islam, periods of transition were essential. Such tran-
sient and temporary solutions can be likened to the bottom steps of
a ladder on which one has to step before reaching the top. The bot-
tom steps were not symbolic of Islam’s ultimate ideals. Nevertheless,
the reactionaries consider these transient solutions as the principal

values of Islam.

The process of perverting the spirit of Islam gradually entered a
more complicated stage. Rulings like the difference in women’s
share of inheritance, or the conditional grace period considered in
some cases for polygamy, have been exploited by reactionaries as a
means to craft new interpretations and present their own inventions
under the banner of Islam. Accordingly, they propagated the theory
of one man being equal to two women as an underlying principle.

To further explain this, let us look at several examples.

4. The Throngs, verse 23: “Allah has revealed (from time to time) the most beautiful Message

in the form of a Book, consistent with itself, (yet) repeating (its teaching in various aspects)...”
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INHERITANCE

At the time of its advent 14 centuries ago, Islam set a woman’s share
of inheritance as half that of a man’s. Considering the dynamism
of the Quran and the fact that the ruling on women’s share of in-
heritance is an allegorical one, while also recalling the fundamental
verse on the equality of men and women, this rule can be altered in

accordance with changing socioeconomic conditions.

If we fail to take note of the historical necessities of the time and
consider the inheritance rule as fixed and permanent, then we also
fail to understand its significance when it was initially prescribed
14 centuries ago. Moreover, we will also falsely conclude that Islam
is opposed to women’s equality in general. This is certainly not the
case, as Islam granted inheritance rights to women who were, at
the time, entirely excluded from it and even subjects of inheritance
themselves. Because they were considered a possession of their hus-
bands, women were passed down to relatives and members of their
husbands’ tribe as property. Thus, granting women the right to have
a share in inheritance was itself revolutionary. It is absolutely subjec-
tive and unrealistic to expect Islam to have declared and enforced
full and complete equality for women in those days. We know that it
was not until very recently that women enjoyed full financial inde-

pendence, even in European countries.

The other important point to take note of regarding women’s share
of inheritance 14 centuries ago is that they did not play any role in
the means of production; it was the man’s responsibility to provide
financially for the family. In light of these facts, it is evident that the
Quran’s dynamism calls for equal shares of inheritance for men and
women whenever socioeconomic progress calls for it and whenever
the socioeconomic status of women changes or there is an oppor-
tunity for it to change. Because the social conditions and the social

and economic roles of men and women in modern times have un-
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dergone enormous transformations, the Quran’s dynamism would

reject men’s dominating role and would prescribe gender equality.

TESTIMONY

On the issue of women’s competence to exercise correct judgment
and assume leadership positions, one must note that the verses in
the Quran that order followers to respect justice are addressed to a//
believers. They do not make distinctions based on gender (See, for
example, Surah Nisa, Verse 58). God invites all to be honest and
exercise justice in their judgments. There is no religious text or fixed
tradition that contradicts the Quran by denying a particular section

of the population or women the right to sovereignty and judgment.

In verse 282 of Surah Bagarah, there is a reference to the testimony
that two women, as opposed to one man, make regarding issues of
financial affairs like borrowing and debt. This mention of female
testimony is not stated elsewhere in the Quran where testimony by

men and women are referenced.

The aforementioned verse explains the reason why two women,
rather than one man, should give testimony in such matters and
rejects making a generalization out of this rule. The verse explains
that the reason why two women should testify is “that if one of them
errs, the other can correct her.” So if an inability to recall events
correctly were of no concern , the second woman’s help would not
be necessary. Like inhabitants of remote villages in the modern era,
women at that time were not able to identify and differentiate be-
tween different bills and coins and thus could not count money.
Such historic backwardness has caused people to avoid considering
women as legitimate witnesses when it came to financial disputes.
This verse, however, aims to teach Muslims how to file evidence and

refer to witnesses.
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In order to prevent the exclusion of women from such spheres, the
Quran offers a transient solution to help relieve some of these con-
cerns and provides for the gradual engagement of women in finan-
cial matters. A dogmatic approach to this type of testimony, on the
other hand, assumes that this rule is fixed and eternal. Furthermore,
it concludes the inequality of women and men and attributes this
way of thinking to Islam itself. The fact, however, is that in the
primitive societies of 14 centuries ago, women did not enjoy any
rights and newborn girls were oftentimes buried alive. By offering
rules such as the one referencing the testimony of two women, Islam
took extremely bold steps in the restitution of women’s rights. Now
one can begin to see how reactionaries distort Islam’s emancipating
ideals, messages and rules through their dogmatic interpretations,
reducing them to fit their deficient, narrow and commerce-driven

minds.

SLAVERY

Another example of the Quran’s dynamism is demonstrated through its
view on slavery. By taking a closer look at the issue of slavery, a great con-

tradiction in the fundamentalist outlook is revealed.

Because of its dedication to equality and rejection of discrimination, Islam
is and has always been fundamentally opposed to slavery. The abolition
of slavery, however, was a necessaryhistorical and social bedrock. Today,
we know full well that, given the economic conditions of the time and
the rudimentary means of production, any calls for the complete aboli-
tion of slavery would neither have made progress nor advanced the state
of production. Such a premature step would have delayed the complete
eradication of slavery. For this reason, it would have been impossible for
the Prophet of Islam to instantaneously enforce such ideals in the primi-
tive society of his time by abolishing slavery. Instead, he formulated tradi-

tions that led the way towards the elimination of slavery. For example, he
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announced that many sins could be forgiven if one were to free slaves. This
set of rules, which is referred to as the rules and rights of ezg, implies that

the Quran views slavery as tantamount to committing those sins.

In chapters The Cow and The City, the Quran reveres believing slaves
more than non-believing reactionaries. Balal Habashi, a black slave, was

the spokesman of the Prophet and called people to prayer (muezzin).

So, it was the spirit of the judgments and conduct of the Prophet himself
that reoriented society towards the abolition of slavery. Otherwise, there
were no explicit orders in the Quran for doing so. Nevertheless, the fun-
damentalists cannot claim today that Islam allows slavery simply because
the Quran does not reference its abolition directly or explicitly. Thus, since
they cannot portray Islam as a defender of slavery, how can they portray it

as a religion that condones women’s inequality?

The fundamentalists claim to carry out religious precepts in accordance
with the Prophet’s conduct. However, this is a blatant deception be-
cause it is common knowledge that one of the most brilliant aspects of
the Prophet’s mission was to emancipate and teach respect for women. It
was he who made it a mortal sin to slander a woman and levied a heavy
punishment for doing so. He said that to prove such charges, one had
to produce four witnesses. Even when faced with a confession of sexual
promiscuity, time and again he simply looked the other way and urged the

sinner to repent.

The misogynous mullahs, however, slander hundreds of women ev-
ery day, and arrest and flog or stone them in public. To this, Imam
Ali says, “A time will come when nothing will remain of the Quran

except its writing and nothing of Islam except its name.”

It is worth pointing out here Imam Ali’s views on the Quran and its
rules. He says, “The Quran has spelled out what is lawful (balaal)
and unlawful (haraam); what is obligatory (wajeb) and recommend-

5. Nahj-ol Balagha (The Road to Eloquence), edited by Yasin T. Al-Jibouri, saying 379.
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ed (mostahab); what is renewing (nassekh) and outdated (mansookh);
what is general and specific; what is fundamental (muhkam) and al-
legorical (mutashabeh)... Some affairs have been proclaimed obliga-
tory in the Quran while their obligation has been annulled by the
Prophet’s tradition. There are also certain matters in the Prophet’s
tradition that have been considered as obligatory while the Quran
allows their annulment. There are also matters that were obligatory

in their own time, but were later abolished.”

Do these explicit remarks by Imam Ali confirm the fundamentalist

interpretation or prove the dynamism of the Quran?

The history of Islamic precepts, including those involving prayer,
fasting, pilgrimage and other forms of worship, as well as those re-
garding broader economic and social affairs, is characterized by a
trend of progressive transformation. Examining such a trend vis-
a-vis these fundamental principles helps us realize the extent of the
progress towards the ideals of Islam. We can see an evolution in all
the teachings and precepts of Islam, each of which leads us to ap-

preciate the dynamism of Islam and the Quran.

The conclusion that has been drawn is that a dynamic interpretation
of Islam is a natural partner for humankind’s struggle for freedom

and justice and also for the women’s equality movement.

Although this outlook is no doubt respected by all freedom-loving
and progressive people around the world, one question remains: Is
this dynamic interpretation rooted in genuine Islam, or does it stem

from a desire to “revise” or “reform” the religion?

The answer is that this interpretation is indeed grounded in the
true nature of Islam. This is so because it draws directly from the
Quran and the traditions and teachings promulgated by the Prophet
Mohammad. It is not tainted by misogyny or colored by the distor-

tions and abuses carried out by oppressive rulers and reactionaries.

51



Women Against Fundamentalism

Furthermore, this outlook has remained impervious to the interests

of male-dominated regimes over the past 14 centuries.

Although we call it democratic Islam, it is most certainly not a new
religion, as some will claim. Once we liberate Islam from such taint-
ed views, a colossal revolution (far beyond any reform) will take
shape for the future of Muslims and especially for women, who will
be filled with a remarkable potential to brush past fundamentalism.

The real history of Islam, its texts and, most importantly, the letter of the

Quran all promote justice in general and women’s equality in particular.
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ISLAM’S ATTEMPTS TO PAVE THE WAY FOR
WOMEN'S EQUALITY

As will be seen later, an evaluation of Islam’s attempts to lay the
groundwork for women’s equality in the context of the socioeco-
nomic conditions of the 7" century leads to the conclusion that no
other social revolution has ever transformed women’s rights to the
same extent with respect to the economic and social circumstances

of the time.

If we take into account the socioeconomic conditions prevalent at
the time of the advent of Islam in the Arabian Peninsula (whether
we have a positive or negative view on Islam), we will realize that it
emerged as a religion and a movement in defiance of idolatry among
indigenous Arab tribes, and proclaimed the creed of monotheism.
At the same time, it publicly set out to address the dismal fate of
women and exposed it from the outset. In other words, it is an in-
disputable fact that the messages and teachings of Islam reprimand

misogyny alongside idolatry, tribal wars, poverty, backwardness, etc.

At the time and in the society where the Prophet of Islam received
his mission, having a daughter was considered an unfortunate oc-

currence. The negative social regard towards women at the time was
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reprimanded by the Quran, as exemplified by the disdain with which
it describes men filled with anger upon the birth of a daughter.

In those times, it was a common practice for Arabs to bury newborn
girls alive because of the stigma associated with having a daughter.
They feared their daughters would be taken as prisoners and en-
slaved in the course of tribal wars and forced into prostitution. The
impoverished portions of the population also worried about caring
for them or providing them with the necessary dowry for marriage.
The Quran addresses this problem by vehemently admonishing

such an approach to female children and women in general.

The Prophet of Islam created a new culture that respected women in
practice. For example, as a sign of respect for his daughter, Fatima,
he rose up whenever she came into his presence and spread his robe
on the floor for her to sit on. This behavior was completely at odds
with the prevalent culture at the time. Although people objected to
his respectful treatment of women, the Prophet was adamant in his

attempts to create this novel culture.

The following saying from the Prophet clearly reflects the essence of
the Islamic viewpoint and its respect for women: “No one respects
women but the noblest amongst us and no one humiliates them but

the depraved.”

Prophet Muhammad paved the way for women and especially the
most oppressed among them, the female slaves, to take part in so-
cial struggles almost 14 centuries ago. Soon, he managed to bring
together a large population made up of hundreds of female pio-
neers whose names have been documented. The first person to die
from torture in defense of Muhammad was a female slave named

Somayya.
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From the early days, women partook in duties regarded as very un-
usual for them in that era: participation in political and social affairs.
According to notable Islamic sources, over 600 vanguard women
directly aligned themselves with the Prophet. Liberated from the
control of their husbands and other men, they pledged their loyalty
directly to the Prophet. This agreement was called bayat and these

women are referred to as mobayeat in historical texts.'

Almost ten years after the advent of Islam, numerous new rules were
gradually devised for all women, the study of which reveals a re-

markable trend.

The history of early Islam also attests to the fact that a considerable
number of commanders of Imam Ali’s units and divisions in the
War of Saffain were women. In the generation that followed, Zeinab
Kobra, the sister of Imam Hussein and the daughter of Fatima and

Alj, led the movement at its most critical juncture.”

1. Mobaye'at were vanguard women who emerged from among the first generations of Muslims,
whose numbers were few. The names of more than 600 female personalities have been recorded
in history and are called the “pledging women.” The most famous and oldest sources of Islamic
history have conducted independent studies of this issue and compiled a list of Mobayeat women.
The 7" volume of Al-Tabaghat al-Kobra by Ibn Saad is entirely devoted to the biographies of
these women.

Similar numbers are mentioned in other credible sources such as Al-Asabat fi Moarefat ol-
Sahabeh, written by Ibn Hajar and others.

These women not only abided by daily prayers, fasting and other rituals observed by Muslim
women, but also undertook particular responsibilities before the Prophet, which were known
as bayar (pledge of allegiance). According to the Quran (Surat 60, verse 12), these vanguard
women—without any form of family or tribal relation or dependency on men—had independently
pledged not to leave the Prophet alone in any activity on the movement’s agenda.

By relying on the teachings of the Prophet, these women, who had risen from various social
strata including the slaves and the rich dynasties of Quraish, managed to undertake the most
difficult responsibilities in the camps, battlefields and most importantly, in political and social
arenas.

2. Ali ibn Abi Talib (Imam Ali) was the cousin and son-in-law of Islamic prophet Muhammad.
He was also the first male convert to Islam. Fatima was the daughter of Prophet Muhammad
and the wife of Ali. Zeinab and Hussein were among their children. Imam Hussein became the
third Shiite Imam.
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Several fundamental issues are in order in this respect:

WOMEN'S EQUAL RIGHT TO LIFE AND DIGNITY

Before the advent of Islam, women were oftentimes murdered on
the slightest suspicion by the men in their family or tribe. The

Quran explicitly banned this crime in The Isra’.

But was it only in Arabia that these crimes took place and a woman’s
right to life trampled upon? No. This was a universal occurrence
in that era. Historical evidence documenting the most important
civilizations of that era—Iran, Rome, China and India—indicates that
aside from female slaves who, in a formal sense, had absolutely no
rights to their life and destiny, other women were also virtually made
into sexual slaves for men. During the time in Iran, Sassanid kings
kept thousands of women detained in their harems. Meanwhile,
women in other cities and villages were subjected to attacks and

rape by greater and lesser rulers.’

WOMEN'S EQUAL HUMAN VALUE

To acknowledge women’s human worth in particular, it is first nec-

essary to assess the value of human beings in general according to

3. It is said that the haram of the Sasanid King, Khosrow I, with its 12,000 women and men,
was considered one of the largest. Some times, rulers faced difficulties in handling the affairs
of so many women. Hundreds and perhaps thousands of women were “detained” for one man
and deprived of the opportunity to marry. The same was true of women and girls who were
in the smaller harems of the rich and elite. All of these women were deprived of their social
lives and were not actually counted as being among the living. In some societies, this caused
shortages of women and led to added poverty. It was at this age, when (Iranian revolutionary)
Mazdak demanded “distribution of women” and equal conditions for the rich and poor. He
and thousands of his followers, however, were killed and defeated and the deplorable conditions
of women continued. Under the Sasanid Dynasty, princes, Zoroastrian priests and even
village headmen and landlords raided the residences of beautiful women and took them out
of their husbands’ houses. Will Durant narrated shameful stories in this regard in Zhe Story of
Civilization.
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Islam. The Quran says all things have been created for humans and
placed under their control.

According to The Cow, “It is He Who hath created for you all things

that are on earth...”

The Isra’ most explicitly states: “We have honored the sons of Adam;
provided them with transport on land and sea; given them for suste-
nance things good and pure; and conferred on them special favors,

above a great part of our creation.”

From Islam’s perspective, all human beings are equal regardless
of their gender, race or ethnicity. The most fundamental values
are those that relate to human attributes and righteous deeds. In
Chapter Hojorat (The Apartments), the Quran does not attribute
any value to sexual, racial or tribal differences, but instead points

out that the highest value is “piety” (raqwa).*

The criterion for piety, or taqwa, concerns the special attributes of
human beings that result from their ability to gain knowledge as
well as their freedom of choice, both of which require them to be

responsible.

Gender equality is one of the most obvious aspects of monotheistic
anthropology. Over 90 percent of the verses in the Quran deal with
ontology, history, and human responsibility, and do not differenti-

ate at all between men and women.

The Quran addresses its audience as “O’ you who believe” or “O’
People,” using the words Nass (people) and Bani Adam (human-
kind). This is also another indication that there is no gender dis-

crimination in this holy book and that differentiation is completely

4. This essential principle is stated in verse 13 of The Inner Apartments: “O mankind! We
created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes,
that ye may know each other. Verily the most honoured of you in the sight of Allah is (he who
is) the most pious of you. And Allah has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with all things).”
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a side issue. Of course, the much more important issue is the verses’
content. Many of the verses of the Quran are explicit and unambig-
uous in indicating the equality of men and women in creation, and
by implication, their equal worth and responsibilities. Throughout
the Quran, the equality of women and men and their joint respon-
sibilities are uniquely and strongly emphasized. In hundreds of
instances, the Quran addresses both genders in the same way and

without differentiating.

Although there are physiological differences between men and
women, fundamentalists use these differences as the basis for human
attributes. In this view, woman is a weak and unstable being who
is constantly humiliated in comparison to man. Her indisputable
rights as a human being are not recognized in the social, political
and economic spheres and she is eventually condemned to a life of

social isolation by being confined to her home.

In all realms of the fundamentalist value system, discrimination,
war, suppression and bloodshed are all deemed superior values.
Women are considered wicked and evil and men inherently cor-
ruptible. For this reason, the only way to achieve the reactionaries’
desirable “purity” is through bloodshed, killing and death. In the
final analysis, they see wickedness as the intrinsic characteristic of
humans while spite, hostility, deceit, dishonesty and other negative

qualities are regarded as their dominant drives.

Indeed, in a worldview where women are considered second-class
citizens deprived of their genuine rights, how could the men them-
selves claim to be free and avoid doubting their own humanity?
Everyone proves his or her humanity in a social context and over
the course of relations with others. So, are men not in some sense
also captives and slaves themselves? The answer is yes. Yes, because
they themselves have been shackled by instituting their tyrannical

hegemony over women and inevitably, over society and history.
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The monotheist ideology, however, neither values men’s physical
power or desire for supremacy nor women’s physical weakness and
femininity. This ideology uses more solid criteria such as conscious-
ness, freedom of choice and responsibility, all of which are consid-
ered essential human attributes, to view both men and women. This
is where a woman finds her strong, independent and completely
equal personality and is identified as such. In the monotheist ideol-
ogy, men and women are both equally in need of one another and

neither one is considered as secondary to the other.

This ideology has its own value system and its highest values are
life, love, compassion, generosity, sacrifice, trust and honesty. The
deficiencies and actual physical differences in gender or race are not
of much importance. Although these differences are real, they are
of minor significance and should not prevent anyone’s progress.
In light of this monotheist outlook, almost 14 centuries ago, the
Prophet of Islam addressed women on equal footing with men in
his invitation to believe in God. It is no coincidence that the first
believer and the first martyr of Islam were both women. Of the nine

first believers who joined the Prophet, three were women.

The Quran says humankind is God’s heir on Earth. The Quran puts
great women like the Virgin Mary on par with the prophets because
they were given great historical responsibilities. The Quran has cho-
sen for its role models for humanity from among women such as
Assiya’® and Hajar®, a development that leads to Khadija and Fatima’

in the age of Islam.

5. Assiya (also known as Asiya bint Muzahim) was among the leading women mentioned in the
Quran. She was the wife of the Pharaoh who reigned during Moses’s time. The Quran reveres
her as a strong woman who refused to lose faith in God even though she was married to one of

the most evil men in history.

6. Hajar (or Hagar) was an Egyptian handmaid, who married Abraham and gave birth to

Ishmael (Isaac).

7. Khadija was Prophet Muhammad’s wife. Fatima was the Prophet’s daughter. Khadija was the
first convert to Islam.
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GENDER EQUALITY BASED ON THE REJECTION OF
EXPLOITATION

The fundamentalists justify various forms of discrimination and
inequality, including gender discrimination, in the name of Islam.

Underlying their justifications is the acceptance of exploitation.

Democratic Islam, however, believes in monotheism and the re-
jection of exploitation. It seeks to realize the ideal of equality and
emancipation from all forms of discrimination and bondage. Islam’s
social ideal is the realization of freedom, justice and social unity. In
The Iron, the Quran says the philosophy behind the introduction of
the prophets is to create justice and what it refers to as “Qesz, ”which

marks the highest phase of freedom, justice and social unity.®

In such a society, the oppressed and those with suppressed talents
will be free and able to take positions that allow them to utilize their
fullest potentials.

The Prophets in the Quran promise emancipation from oppression
and discrimination, saying, “My servants, the righteous, shall in-
herit the earth.”

EQUALITY IN SOCIAL AFFAIRS

In the beginning of the Prophet’s mission, all women were invited
to Islam one by one, independent of their male “masters” and re-
gardless of who their husbands, fathers or mothers were. Women
were allowed to decide for themselves whether to accept or reject

the invitation.

Women’s pioneering role in the political struggle, which came about
without having to first receive the permission of their husbands or

other male members of their families, was recognized. We know that

8. The Iron, verse 25: “We sent aforetime our apostles with Clear Signs and sent down with

them the Book and the Balance (of Right and Wrong), that men may stand forth in justice.”
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even today in the Third World, many girls are not allowed to engage
in political activity without their families’ permission. The Prophet,
however, accepted women’s decisions to follow Islam, which was
considered a political movement at the time. They could make this
choice equally as well as men could, thereby putting an end to all
forms of inequality. This freedom was extended to all women, from

the noble Hashemite and Quraish tribes to female slaves.

The Prophet also supported women’s Aira (migration), despite
opposition from their fathers. Furthermore, a number of women
who had converted to Islam were called upon to migrate from their
countries, while others were encouraged to engage in jibad (holy

war) and were given comparable shares from the war booty as men.

Under Prophet Mohammad and even after his death, a woman’s
right to testify in financial deals and before the courts was recog-
nized. Later on, a woman’s testimony was widely trusted and even

became a common practice in religious affairs as well.

SUPPORTING WOMEN IN FAMILY RELATIONS

Prior to the dawn of Islam, women and girls did not have any rights
as they pertained to whom they could choose to marry. Under Islam,
women were granted the right to negotiate and come to an agree-
ment about any conditions that they deemed necessary for their
future. A woman’s equal right in setting conditions in marriage has
been emphasized in the Quran in The Women (/Nisa). Contrary
to the methods of other religions or during the era of ignorance,
marriage became a purely social contract, devoid of any religious or
metaphysical aura. In marriage, both sides have the right to set any
condition they see appropriate and come to a mutual understand-
ing. These conditions may include custody over children, employ-

ment, place of residence, divorce or any other issues related to mar-
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ried life. There is a general consensus that a marriage is considered

void without the woman’s consent.

In this way, a woman’s right to voluntarily marry was recognized
while any form of compulsion or reluctance by her father or elders
was forbidden. Consider that even now, in many societies, including
in Iran, girls are not permitted to marry without the permission and
blessing of their families. Islam also prohibited risky pregnancies,
any form of compulsory service at home and even forcibly breast-

feeding newborns.

An important step in favor of women was the abolition of oppres-
sive and arbitrary types of divorce that were common practice at the
time. Many men divorced their wives without the slightest justifica-
tion. In one of the more oppressive forms of divorce called “Zihar”
husbands effectively played games with the fate of their wives when
betting, gambling or entering into financial deals. One man might
promise, for example, to pay his debt on time, to make his camel
deliver on time or kill someone, adding that if he could not perform
these actions, then “my wife would replace my mother.” As such,
the fate of a woman was oftentimes determined by something as

arbitrary as a man’s ability to win or lose a bet!

Another form of oppressive divorce was called “//zz,” in which the
husband vowed to boycott his wife without officially divorcing her.
Effectively, the woman was turned into a prisoner who had to re-
main inside of her husband’s house. Another oppressive tradition
was called “zaaliq” whereby the man left his wife without divorc-
ing her. As a result, the woman could not go on with her life and
re-marry, for example. Islam denounced and annulled these op-
pressive and extremely misogynistic forms of divorce (See Chapter
Mojadela, verse 58).
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Another major step in the restitution of women’s rights came when
Islam granted them the right to request a divorce according to their
own volition. The first divorce requested by a woman without seek-
ing her husband’s consent was carried out by the Prophet himself,
and was subsequently endorsed and documented in the Quran
(second verse of Chapter Baghara [Cow]). This type of divorce is
called “khol’e.” In this particular instance, a woman called Habibeh,
daughter of Sohal, was married to a man by the name of Sabet, son
of Ghays. Habibeh complained to the Prophet that she no longer
wanted to live with her husband because she did not like him. The
Prophet asked her several questions and then carried out the di-

vorce without requiring her to engage in any discussions with her

husband.

FINANCIAL AND ECONOMIC AFFAIRS

As stated in The Women, the Quran emphasizes a woman’s right
to equal and unconditional ownership. Prior to Islam, women were
essentially perceived as the assets of their husbands or male family
members. Even their jewelry and belongings were considered pos-
sessions that could be taken away from them if the man wished to
do so. Islam recognized a woman’s full right to ownership without
any difference from men. Women also enjoyed full and equal rights

to sign any social or economic contract.

Aside from a few exceptions and the lifestyle prevalent among the
aristocrats, Arab tribes did not recognize a woman’s right to own or

inherit property.

When the law governing women’s inheritance was transmitted in
the form of verses in the Quran, many of the Prophet’s followers
protested. They argued that wealth would be wasted in the hands

of women.
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WOMEN'S COMPETENCE IN LEADERSHIP

In my view, women’s status in political and social leadership roles
is the most important issue in the confrontation between the fun-
damentalists and Islam. In the fundamentalist outlook, women are
always and eternally deprived of the right to leadership and par-
ticipation in government and also political power-sharing. They do
not have the right to be judges or sources of religious guidance and
instruction. In the logic of the fundamentalist mullahs, it is very
obvious that the issue is not about knowledge or competence but is

rather based on the mere fact that the person is a woman.

Mullah Mohammad Yazdi, a former head of the Iranian regime’s
Judiciary and one of Khamenei’s close confidants, clearly declares,
“In (Khomeini’s) Islam, women are prohibited from two things. One
is judgment and the other is authority (i.e. right to rule). Regardless
of the extent of knowledge, virtue, superiority and discretion, a

woman cannot rule because of the fact that she is a woman.”

In democratic Islam, however, women and men are equally qualified
and dedicated in undertaking leadership roles in society, an ideal
that is extracted from the letter of the Quran and Islam. In The
Repentance, the Quran explicitly notes, “The believers, men and
women, are no different and are both guardians and protectors of

one another...”™

The term “protector” used in this verse gives rise to a very important
g y

concept because it carries with it the meaning of guardianship and

leadership. This is synonymous with having limitless love for fellow

human beings and accepting responsibility for them.

9. Repentance, verse 71: “The Believers, men and women, are protectors one of another: they
enjoin what is just, and forbid what is evil: they observe regular prayers, practise regular charity,
and obey Allah and His Messenger. On them will Allah pour His mercy: for Allah is Exalted in

power, Wise.”
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This concept has been expressed in the Quran in other forms as well.
In The Family of Imran, it is said that women and men are created

from the same body and the worth of their efforts is equal.

According to the Quran, the equality of women and men in carry-
ing out their responsibilities and in morality is comprehensive. In
The Clans we read, “For Muslim men and women, for believing
men and women, for devout men and women, for true men and
women, for men and women who are patient, for compassionate
and humble men and women, for men and women who give to
charity, for men and women who fast (and deny themselves), for
men and women who guard their chastity, and for men and women
who engage much in Allah’s praise, for them Allah has prepared

forgiveness and great reward.”

Despite such indisputable evidence, Iran’s ruling fundamentalists
have officially prohibited women from undertaking their most im-
portant social responsibilities, including participation in the judi-

ciary, religious stewardship, leadership and governmental affairs.

According to Article 115 of the clerical regime’s constitution, the

president must be chosen from among religious men.

As a Muslim woman, I declare that these claims run contrary to
Islam. Under Islam,