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Proj ect

MUSE

Rethinking Religion: Progress and Morality in the Early
Twentieth-Century Iranian Women’s Press

MONICA M. RINGER

By the twenticth century, the “The Woman Question”
had been discussed in Iran for nearly a generation.!
However, in the period between the Constitutional
Revolution and Reza Shah’s assumption of power, the
discussion over the nature of the “Modern Iranian
Woman” assumed an unprecedented centrality. This
relatively short span of time was a critical moment in
the formulation of Tranian national identity, concepts of
citizenry, the form and function of religion in “modet-
nity,” and the more general recvaluation of culture and
“Tradition.” Gender and religion in particular were held
up to the various yardsticks of imagined “modernities”
and judged according to their (in)compatibility and
(ir)yreconcilability. A look at some of the women’s peti-
odicals published in this period affords insight into the
nature of the debates at this time.

Introduction

The expericnce of the Constitutional Revolution in
[ran (1905-1911) radically transformed ideas concerning
modetnization and modernity. The twentieth-century
modernizers recognized the impossibility of top-down,
piece-meal reform. They understood that modernization
was complicated—that therc wasn’t a “supermarket” for
technology and institutions—but that technology and
institations possessed their own cultural and historical
context and thus couldnt be simply adopted willy nilly
into an otherwise unchanged Iran. For this rcason, they
focused on the importance of social change at the
grassroots level, and on the individual as a social actor.

Tranian reformers were concerned to generate mod-
ernity—seeking to telescope the Western process into
the space of a gencration or two. They were thus pri-
marily concetned with identifying social institutions that
would serve as prerequisites, or causal catalysts, to gen-
crate modernity.2 The process of identifying catalysts for
modernity also involved a reexamination and recon-
struction of traditions and social institutions. Flistori-
cism, evolutionism, and empiricism were scriously inte-

grated into the methodological frameworks of Iranian
self-reflection in the early twentieth century. The ques-
tions were: which social institutions were teconcilable
with modernity, which productive of it, and which in-
imical?

The early twenticth century, sandwiched between the
Constitutional Revolution and the authoritarian mod-
ernization program instituted by Reza Shah in the 1930s,
was unique in many ways. First, the debates concerning
the shape of this modernization contained the most
sophisticated analysis of social change—of the social
context of modernization—to date. Second, for the first
time, reformers focused on grasstoots social reform as
the sine gna non of any substantive change, rather than
on authoritarian, top-down reforms. Third, this brief
period afforded a less censored, controlled, or rigid in-
tellectual climate and a debate therefore more fully ex-
pressive of the varicty and flexibility of plans for mod-
ernity than it had been or would subsequently be.

Two institutions were singled out in particular as cru-
cial to the ability to modernize: gender and religion.
Both were secn as central to society and thus necessarily
involved in any change; and both were considered for
their possible generative qualities of modernization. In
other words, both werce “Traditions” under reconsidera-
tion, as well as potential catalysts for change. In addition
to their social functions, gendet and tcligion were also
intimately related to each other. Gender and family
structure were conccived of as established once and for
all by Islamic texts, and Islam was often cited (rightly ot
wrongly) as validating existing gender construction. The
attempt to identify and teasc out “true” and “progres-
sive” Islam from the tangle of traditions and customs
associated with it was stimulated on the one hand by
clements within the religious cstablishment, and on the
other hand by individuals concerned with related issues
of women and gender and cultural traditions more gen-
crally. Religion and gender were both closely associated
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with notions of “aathenticity,” “lranianness,” and “in-
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digenous” forms of modernity. The “woman question”
was a site of heated dcbate and intense, religiously-
charged controversy. It was impossible to reconsider
gender, cultural authenticity, or religious traditions sepa-
rately; the “woman question,” authenticity question, and
“Islamic tradition” question were indissolubly con-
nected. Women’s periodicals themselves therefore pre-
sent an optimal source for understanding these debates,
and their interrelationships.

The Early Twentieth-Century Women’s Press

1 have examined two of the most important Iranian
women’s petiodicals from the eatrly twentieth century:
Blossom (Shokufeh) published from 1913 to 1917, and
Women's World (Alam-e Nesvan) published between 1921
and 1936.3 The periodicals were published quarterly and
every two months respectively. They were widcly read,
with a subsctiption basc equal to that of the largest non-
women’s periodical. In addition to subscription, they
were available for purchase in a number of bookstores
in the capital. Their readership was the “hoi polloi” of
the reformist world. This was an exciting time of politi-
cization and activism, mushrooming of political asso-
ciations and women’s societies, and founding of schools
and charitable organizations. Consequently, women’s
periodical readership continued to grow and broaden
into various social classes such that readership was a
function of political/social involvement and exposure
to activists and reformers rather than of social or eco-
nomic class per se, although they of course werc linked.
The few authors who identified themselves were drawn
from the uppet echelons of this stratum. Most of the
articles were published anonymously, however, and
probably written by staff of the periodicals. In the case
of Women’s World, a running series of articles on hcalth
and hygiene were solicited from American doctors and
nurses residing in Iran, or were translated from Ameri-
can journals.

Articles concetning health and hygienc, home eco-
nomics, and the need for women’s education and “pro-
gress” take center stage in all three periodicals (Know/-
edge, Blossom, and Women'’s World). The issue of religion is
not often taken up directly. There are, however, impor-
tant references to I[slam, and one notices immediately
that the subject of morality is a dominant one. The na-
ture and function of Islam in constructing an Iranian
modernity is considered in light of the women’s reform
agenda.

Blossom (Shokafeh) (1913-1917) and the Impetrative
of Reconstructing “True” Islam

Articles in Blossom insist on the importance of re-
evaluating and reconstructing Islamic Tradition. They

present Islam as a necessary basis of the modern state
and society, but insist that Tradition be reconsidered in
light of the goals of modernization and “progress.”
Islamic Tradition (with a capital “I””) must thereforc be
relocated, and false “traditions” (with lower case “t”s)
eliminated. Islam should serve as 2 moral and authentic
basis of modernity, but not the Islam as presently under-
stood and as presently praciiced.

In an article entitled “The Philosophy of the Veil, ™
the author makes three different arguments for the im-
portance of maintaining the veil: she marshals statistics
and pseudo-scientific data, recalls the actions of the
Prophet Mohammad, and draws upon non-religious
Iranian culturc. The author first argues on the basis of
observation that the veil presetves morality and social
harmony:

Everybody knows that if you get rid of the veil you

have the intermingling of men and women and the

corruptions that result arc undeniable. In Europe, for

example, they don’t veil and there is the mixing of

gendets and all the problems that resalt.
The sole example given of these “problems” rampant in
Europe is the choice of marriage partners by girls ac-
cording to their personal desires rather than according to
the thousands of subtle considerations parcnts are ca-
pable of making. In other words, the veil functions as a
guardian not simply of morality (here manifested as the
scgregation of genders), but of rational social conven-
tion. The veil is the champion of “civilized social be-
havior” over the unbridled irrationality of the individual
libido.

The author then argues that the “philosophy of the
veil sent for us women was in order to prevent corrup-
tion |fesad|, to keep people on the ‘straight path,” and to
provide for people’s happiness, civilization, and the pro-
gress of the Islamic community.” The veil is thus por-
trayed as the necessaty testriction of individuals in order
for socicty to funcdon mose smoothly. Notice as well
that the author legitimizes the veil on the basis of both
“people’s” happiness, and the community’s progress and
civilization. The tension between the individual and the
larger community’s welfare and “happiness” is left un-
explored. An array of statistics (1) are then cited to
prove that in the absence of the veil, people (or women
rather) behave immorally. The article claims that com-
pated to Germany and Belgium, at seven per cent and
six per cent respectively, the Ottoman Empire exhibits a
much smaller percentage of women’s immorality and
corruption [fesad]—a mere one per cent. Implicitely,
therefore, Buropean, Christian, and non-veil-wearing
societies, despite their power, have left a key ingredient
of civilization out of their modernity, whereas the Ort-
toman Hmpirc—the most modernized of the Muslim
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societies—by maintaining the veil is thus constructing an
indigenous, Islamic, and more “civilized” moral version
of modernity. The author goes on to say that:

If we move away from the issue of religion, [ranian

practices have prescribed for Iranian women the prin-

ciple of honor such that Zoroastrian, Jewish, and

Armenian women, although they are not commanded

to wear the veil, nevertheless cover in the same way

on the street and do not throw themselves in the view

of men.
Tt is thus that the benefits of veiling, while only formally
recognized and mandated in Islam, hold true for all civilized
and honorable socicties, regardless of religion. The arti-
cle clearly universalizes the benefits of and the rationale
behind the veil. Furthermore, by insisting that veiling
pre-dates Islam® and transcends Iranian religious divi-
sions, the author intimates that the veil is by nature an
Iranian, and not simply an [slamic, institation. Islam I
thus authentically [ranian.

It is interesting to see how the author of this article
legitimizes the veil: on the basis of a universal morality,
as a civilizing and progressive institution, and as cultur-
ally authentic. It is also important to note the connec-
tions here between Islam, Iranian authenticity, and mod-
ernity. First, both “progress” and “moral laxity” were
understood to be embedded in Western modernity.
Criticism of Western moral laxity was ostensibly the
assertion of the necessity of constructing an indigenous
Tranian modernity. At its most basic, this meant simply a
modernity relevant to the Iranian context—a rejection of
simplistic copying. At another level, “moral laxity” was
code for cultural Westernization that implicitly contains
an element of Christianization. The hue and cry over
“caltural authenticity” thercfore, really masks the more
fundamental debate concerning the reevaluation of tra-
dition. “Authenticity” is a politicized rallying cry and a
constructed image, not an independently identifiable set
of traditions.

Second, the debate surrounding Western moral laxity
reveals a rcal criticism of Western modernity, #ot simply
becanse it is Western or Christian, but on its own terms. This
criticism reveals a conception of Islam as applying unt-
versally valid moral criteria for social behavior whereas
the secularized West does not—a much morc sophisti-
cated argument for the retention of veiling and Islam as
foundations of state than simply a constructed
“authenticity.” The anxiety surrounding claims of West-
ern “moral laxity” thus suggests an “Iranianness” to
some cxtent merged with an Islamic identity—Islam
combining morality with cultural authenticity to safe-
guard an Iranian modernity.

If, then, Islam is to serve as the basis of an Iranian
modernity, it must be a reconstructed Islam, purified of

superstitions, as well as of erroncous or ossified tradi-
tions. Tn other wotds, Islamic Tradition writ large must
be cleansed of individual traditions. In an article entitled
“A Compatison of the Situation of Buropean and lra-
nian Women,” the author argues that Islam as presently
mnderstood and as presently practiced is no longer consistent
with engendering “progress” and the social goals of
modernity—such as women’s education and social ac-
tivism. Comparing suffragettes in Great Britain and
Sweden with the sorry statc of women in Iran, the
authot laments that, “in Iran, education that according
to the Quran is compulsory for every Muslim, is consid-
cred blasphemy [£#f#].” The author continues, bemoan-
ing the fact that:
We consider our only superiority in the name of a dry
and vacuous Islam in which we have no benefit, while
at the same time we don’t follow any of the traditions
of the [religious| leaders. 1f we tell one of our
daughters that the Quranic verses stress that all must
get educated, they say these things have gotten old
and we have to talk of new things, and if we tell them
all the women of the world are busy getting educated
.. . they say that they are not Muslims, they are infi-
dels, and then [our daughters] resort to traditions
[Hadith] of unknown origin to argue that it is [relig-
iously] unlawful [haram| for women to be educated.
This quote clearly shows the urgency felt by those de-
siring to maintain Islam as relevant and foundational to
society, to reform it? This reform is understood to be a
cleansing, a putification, and the return to the religious
texts themselves, rather than to interptetations passed
down into tradition. 1t is impottant to note first, that the
standard against which traditions arc measured for accu-
racy or Truth are the contemporary social goals of
“progress” and modernity. Second, this tactic his-
toricizes Tslamic Tradition at the same time that it seeks
to identify an “cssence” or corc of this same Tradition
that is somehow inviolable. In so doing, it paradoxically
rejects the Tradition itself in favor of a conception of
religion as an ethical and moral system consistent with
contemporary social values.

Women’s World (Alam-¢ Nesvan): Progressive Re-
ligion and the Importance of Character

Women’s World was radically different from Blossom—as
a periodical, and for its views concerning the nature and
function of religion in modern socicty. W omen's World
began publication somewhat later than Blossom, and en-
joyed the distinction of being the Jongest running and
most successful of all the women’s periodicals pub-
lished in that time. Most importantly, Women's World was
founded and published by Iranian oraduates of the
Ametican Protestant girls” school (Iran Bethel) in Tehran,
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with the headmistress, Annie Stocking Boyce, acting as
impetus, advisor, and overseer.? Boyce and other
American Presbyterian missionaries played an active role
in supervising and training the cditors and writers of the
periodical, in addition to tunding and protecting the
periodical itsclf. Ametican missionaties and doctors as-
sociated with the American Hospital in Tehran also
contributed articles and translations, providing Ameri-
can cultural notions of medicine and hygicne as well as
of family structure, gender relations, and religiosity. 10 In
no small part duc to its association with the American
mission, Women’s World was very intluential—-sceking
directly and indircctly to advise the [ranian government
as it formulated its own women’s reform agenda.

At first glance, Women's World appears similar to Blos-
som in content. Articles on health, hygiene, education,
childcare, and family life predominate. However, the
tone of the discussion is matkedly different, with a con-
tinuous discussion of home economics to the refrain of
“organization, determination, and frugality allow one to
do more with less.”

Religion, History and Progress

Women’s World takes a radically different approach
than Blossem to the nature and function of rcligion in
society. There is little mention of Islam as a bclict sys-
tem, community organization, Tradition, or worship
practices. Rather, religion is presented as a direct and
spiritual relationship between individuals and God. Ard-
cles are heavily influenced by (Protestant) Amecrican
notions of religiosity, with faith manifested in moral
character, picty, and “good works.” There is a tremen-
dous focus on the internalization of religious faith in
the name of “progress” and “civilization.” It is for love
of God, not obedience to Islam and Islamic traditions
specifically, that women should strive for the advance-
ment of their own and the country’s welfare. Indeed,
what Iran requires is a modern, “progressive,” enlight-
ened—read Protestantized—rcligion to spearhead the
route to modernity. Rather than seeking to purify or
realign Islamic religious Tradition as in Blossem, articles
in Women’s World argue for the abandonment of Tradi-
tion itself, in favor of a spiritual, privatized, “modern”
religiosity.

Women’s World approached the problem of generating
modernity as a question of social change. Only through
the cstablishment of civilized and civil society can true
“progress” and modernity be achieved. Civil society, in
turn, depends on individuals imbued with a Protestant
(or Protestantized) religious morality—i.e., the Protes-
tant ethic. It is thus the individual that is the catalyst for
modernity. Women, no less than men, have a rcligious
obligation to work for the progress of society, and in-

deed the nation of Iran.

Articles 10 Women's World apply historicism and evo
lutionism to the understanding of Iranian society in an
attempt to explain why Iran is no longer on the path of
“progress.” Freedom has a history, religion has a history,
and so too does the struggle for women’s rights. 1! Pro-
gress and modernity are not automatic, but are directly
and causally dependent on the achievement of “pro-
gressive” civil society. There is thus the recognition of
social evolution, yet an evolution that is not axiomatic,
but rather dependent upon social change. Women’s op-
pression is thus contextualized, with articles going so far
as to claim that women’s inferiority is, as we would term
it today, socially constructed. 12

“Progressive Religion” and the Importance of
Character

Women’s World concentrates on the development of
women’s characters. In the opinon of the writers and
editors, the modern individual, or in this case, the Mod-
ern lranian woman, is distinguished by a Protestant re-
ligiosity. Nobility of character is thus a function of
Protestant qualitics of industriousncss, piety, frugality,
and devotion to progress. The women who march up-
right through the pages of Women’s World are the ideal
embodiments of picty, morality, sclflessness, and unbri-
dled determination. They leave no doubt as to the sort
of Modern Iranian Woman envisioned by the editors.
Some of the women mentioned include American pro-
hibition activist Frances Willard, Flotence Nightingalc,
and the founder of Mt. Holyoke College Seminary for
Women, Mary Lyons. One author declares, “There is no
work that an honorable woman can’t take on.”13 J'rances
Willard’s words are quoted as a battle cry: “Fach woman
can achicve her aims through determination and scrve
her nation and country.”14

The Protestant ethic and its own construction of no-
bility stood in direct, and often uncomfortable, contrast
with existing markers of Iranian social and cultural
status. !> Female recadership is told that nobility is a
tunction of character and piety, not something external
that can be mecasured by social prestige or displays of
wealth. Florence Nightingale is held up as an example of
a woman who defied social convention and became a
nurse, arguing that it was a religious duty and work
pleasing to God.1¢ Real ladies are abstemious, thrifty,
and industrious, not indulgent, spendthrift, and leisured.
It must have been unwelcome news to upper class Trani-
ans to be told that ladies should be well versed in
cleaning, cooking and so on, so as better to organize
and oversee the servants. In a display of the complete
failure to understand lranian society on its own terms,
the author of one article declares: “Ilow much better it
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is to have onc or two hard working and effective ser-
vants, than to have a household of lazy ones!”

Education and the Eradication of Superstition

The centrality of education is a principal focus in the
pages of Women’s World. Education takes two primary
forms. Tirst, the fight for expansion of formal educa-
tion for women and girls. Second, the more generalized
battle against ignorance and superstition. Superstition is
treated thus as a social problem to be resolved through
education. The question of whether or not specific
practices were sanctioned in Islamic texts and/or tradi-
tions was not important. Indeed, unlike Blossom where
the goal of distinguishing between correct and false tra-
ditions is firmly embraced, in Women's World the ques-
tion itself is moot.

In an article entitled, “One of the Sources of Our
Misery,”!7 a semi-sociological analysis details the sorts of
superstitions that abounded amongst lranian women.
(Men were apparently less afflicted by such faults, ac-
cording to the author.) The author proffers a three-fold
categorization of Iranian women: urban townswomen,
village women, and tribal women. She then explains that
superstitions current amongst women are 2a huge im-
pediment to the development of women’s characters,
not to mention the more tangible goals of furthering
women’s cducation and surviving a visit to the doctor’s
office.’8 Women’s misguided belicf in fortune-tellers,
stargazers, and all sorts of amulets and incantations 1s
antithetical to rational scientific thought and the devel-
opment of “progress” and “civilization.”

Despite the tact that ...

been underscored, nonetheless this train of hogwash

continucs and is popular. .

movement of planets determines the life of mankind

.. . these [superstitious practices] have progressed in

the lying of astrologers has

. people believe that the

our country such that women and most men wait for

an auspicious hour to bathe, trim their fingernails.
Superstitions described thus as social and cultural im-
pediments to modernity are then blamed squarely on the
Mongols, pre-Islamic Arabs, and Jews—suggesting that
indigenous Iranian culture is “rescuable” from these
foreign adventurers.

Note here some interesting conpections between re-
ligion, Iranian identity, and notions of authenticity. 1frst,
while Mongols and pre-Islamic Arabs were cleatly not
Iranian, the same cannot be said for Jews, who were
indigenous Iranians who had converted to Judaism well
before the coming of Islam to that countty. By includ-
ing Jews amongst two other non Tranian groups, the
aathor implies that they too, are not authentically Ira-
nian.

Second, if the intent of the author is to blame non-

Iranians for the prevalence of religious superstition in
Iran, it is intercsting that she does not simply blame
non-Muslims, which would, in addition to the three
above-mentioned groups, include Christians and 7.0r0-
astrians—both indigenous and long predating Islam. So
for this author at least, Islam and Iraniapness ate not
one and the same.

Third, by blaming superstition on foreign intrusion,
the solution becomes the re-indigenization of religion
through the exculpation of superstitions, and thus the
modernization of religious belief. The author takes great
pains 7o/ to point to Islam as a source of superstition,
perhaps duc to her own religious sentiments, or perhaps
as a tactical omission.

The author of the article concludes by saying that su-
perstitions abound most among the urban upper classes
because they have the most leisure time to indulge in
such nonsense. The solution, as cvet, is industriousness.
Tribal women are portrayed as the least affected by
“forcign” influences and thus arc in a sensc the guardi-
ans of a purer, “indigenous” culture. This is significant
given the fact that “tribal women” were not the ethnic
and linguistic “Persians” of lran — the Persians of the
Achaemenid and Sassanian Empires — but rather of
Kurdish, Arab, Turkic or other otigins — and sometimes
Sunni as opposed to Shi‘a as well. For this author at
least, “Iranianncss” was not equated with Persianness
and the glory days of past empires as it would come to
be under Tranian nationalism. Iranianncss was more in-
clusive—ethnically, linguistically, religiously, and even
historically.

Women and Social Responsibility

Articles in Women’s World argue that progress is not
comprised of superficial or symbolic change. “Progress
is not throwing off the veil ... or shaking hands and
saying ‘merci’.”’!? Rather, progress results from character
change and the acceptance of a social and civil respon-
sibility born of picty and religious duty. The Modcrn
Tranian Woman in Women’s World displayed the power of
“progressive” religiosity that should be harnessed to the
Tranian cause. God’s work, therefore, was intcrwoven
into the national causc: it was a manifestation of piety
and godliness that individuals devoted themselves to
“progress” and “civilization.” Civic duty grows from
faith, rather than setting itself up as a secular morality in
competition for the souls of the citizens. “For love of
God and country” is the typical formulation of this
equation.

Indeed, religion is used to justify women’s natural and
“God-given” rights. Women's World approaches the indi-
vidual as created in nature by God. Natural rights, in the
Enlightenment sensc, are God-given. Using arguments
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of natural rights and religion, women reclaim their right-
tul place as individual actors, and as social actors. “It is
not rcasonable that God would create man with all the
good qualities and women without. Don’t [men and
women have| the same intellect? questions one article.?0
In an article entitled, “Women are Actually Superior,” 2t
the author argues that God made women with the
qualities of angels. Yet, the author rallies, “women of
Iran are far from civilization and education. We must try
to be our original form—angels—and get rid of these
clothes of ignorance and lack of education and work
smartly.” Flsewhere, an article insists that the qualities
of God are present in both women and men.22 Thus,
through an emphasis on spirituality, women will regain
their natural, God-given essence, ridding themsclves of
the social and cultural externalia that is oppressing them.

Through claims of religious morality and civic duty,
women in Women's World reclaim their natural rights to
further the progress of the Iranian nation: ““Today
women have important roles in the civilized world.”2?

We believe that the foundation and material of the
country and the standing and rank of the nation
[mellad] is mostly duc to the existence of hard working
girls and educated women. For this reason we wish it
not to stay the way it is, but for women to wake up
from this false dream and realize that the happiness
and prosperity of the rest of the countries have been
achieved through women’s activism.!

Women are encouraged to claim heretotore-restricted
spaces. In order to do so, women must reorder the
markers of social morality. If the veil is to be aban-
doned as a matker of morality, other symbolic markers
must therefore be presented to assume its function.?
Authors of Women’s World propose character as the
marker par excellence of a new, modern morality and in so
doing, reject veiling and “false” claims to Islam. This
amounts to a tremendous attack on Tradition, not only
in its more theoretical aspects, but also in its common
mterpretation and social practice. For example, a num-
ber of articles challenge the restrictions of women in
public space, arguing that this is uncivilized and the
product of false morality and honor.

Truly how miscrable are the women of Iran, how
simpleminded must we be to believe that [bad be-
havior towards us in public| is for the preservation of
our honor and dignity! No, to the contrary, this sort
of behavior puts us to shame and is a source of lack
of respect of women. %

In particular, /a’giyeh [Shi'a passion play| celebrations,
entrance to mosques during the month of Ramadan,
and the cinema arc singled out as events and places that
women have a right to attend, but from which they are
unjustly prohibited because of their over-crowding, jos-

tling, and other “unseemly” bchavior.?”7 In the case of
cinema attendance, the government is called on directly
to enact specific changes that will allow for women to
attend without compromising their morality or comfort.
Significantly, these changes protect women from physi-
cal proximity to men and/or the lower social classes. 28

A similar attempt to cstablish clear markers of an al-
ternative, modern morality is evident in the descriptions
of women’s society meetings.” Much attention is given
to describing the women in attendance, the space itself,
and the activities as upstanding, moral, and socially de-
sirable. Por example, the women are described as clean,
neat, and carefully, although very simply, or cven plainly,
dressed. The women ate oxdetly, respectful, patient, and
intelligent. The speakers are described as educated, ar-
ticulate, and polite. It 1s even pointed out that no coffee
or tea is scrved on such occasions, lest there be any
question about the meetings serving surreptitiously as
opportunitics for men and women to meet and inter-
mingle. It is not gender segregation per se, therefore,
that is renounced with the removal of the veil, but the
veil itself as a necessary means of implementing moral-
ity and modesty. Women arc urged to assert their rights
to new political and social spaces, while reformulating
“appropriate” gendet sepatations.

The reconceptalizing of spaces also extends to the
family. Companionate marriage is promoted on multiple
grounds as being the most desirable form of marriage.?
Iirst, on the grounds of family happiness born of
greater intimacy and trust. Second, on the grounds that
children benefit from the attention, character education,
and daily interaction with both parents. Third, on the
grounds that social ills such as prostitution, alcoholism,
and drug addiction will diminish as a result of marriages
based on intimacy, respect, and partnership. And fourth,
on the grounds that companionate matriage affords
morte (legal) protection for the wife, as well as more in-
dependence, and thus fosters tresponsibility, commit-
ment, and the value of education and character in both
marriage partners.

Conclusions

At first glance, one might wonder at the value of
comparing petiodicals so vastly different as Blossom and
Women's World. Certainly, their approach to issues of
religion in society are irreconcilable. B/ossom, while cet-
tainly anti-clerical, is not secularist. It blames the relig-
ious establishment for failing to keep pace with social
needs, and to protect and safeguard religion from error,
deviation. The wlama are chastised as having failed to
protect the essence of Tradition from the onslaught of
traditions.
Rather, Islamic law is still proffered as the legitimate

Yet Blossom does not call for secularism.
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religion of state. Blossom seeks to protect Jslam as the
foundation of the state, law, and society by renewing it
and making it relevant.

Blossons’s call for the return to the “essence” or Truth
of Islam has important implications. First, the applica-
tion of this program of action nccessitates a fe-
education campaign: for Islam to become relevant and
compatible
mistaken understanding of what Islam really is, the

with modernity and for the eradication of a

population must be re-educated. This would be made
possible by the establishment of a compulsoty, national
educational system. Howevert, to what extent this project
was explicit and backed by the statc remains to be in-
vestigated.

Second, in calling for religious Truth to be measured
by contemporary values and ideals, Blossom elevates soci-
ety and accepts the social construction of “Truth.” As a
result, Blossom’s
ethical bottom line, not so very different from the “pro-
envisioned by Women's World. Both

position on religion ends up being an

gressive religion”
accept contemporary society as the yardstick with which
to measure religion, and for whose bencfit religion
should work.

Third, Blossom should certainly not be viewed as “tra-
ditional” or socially reactionary. Blossom embraces mod-
ernity, but 2 modernity centered on Islam. The simulta-
neous promotion of women’s rights and status
alongside an Islam understood as a system for the great-
est community ot social benefit neccssarily introduced
For
example, what exactly arc the tights of individuals over

some implicit tensions into Blossom’s arguaments.

and against “social benefit” and how is this measured?
Similarly, in terms of family values, how is mothering to
be measured against women’s other activities? Certainly,
Blossom exhibits a degrec of Islamic-based corporatism
in direct contrast to the strident individualism that pet-
vades the pages of Women's World.

Women's World, unlike Blossom, does not basc its pro-
gram for social regeneration on the renewal of religious
tradition. Rather, it takes an evolutionaty position to-
wards the naturc of religion, positing that religious tra-
ditions that Blossom is at pains to renew and safeguard
have become outdated, irrelevant, and mercly an obsta-
cle to modernity. Women'’s World's position on religion
allows for, indeed proffers, a secularist stance — with
religion privatized and secularized. Women’s World thus is
anti ~Tradition, not just anti-traditions.

Second, Women’s World promulgates a religious policy
of pluralism, whereas Blossom does not. Although the
journal is heavily American Protestant in orientation and
content, this is not to say that these ideas didn’t gain
currency in Iran, particularly given the periodical’s read-
ership and public visibility. In fact many outward aspects

[
o

of its platform, secularism and pluralism for cxample,
were to some extent adopted into state policy. Yet Is-
lamic law was never fully displaced where family law was
concerned. The question remains whether the state
wished to integrate both corporatist and plural-
ist/secular visions of modernity into the state, or
whether it was obliged to do so for reasons of exigency.

Tt is clear that there were a variety of ways that relig-
ion was being integrated into modernity, whether from a
secular or anti-secular perspective. It is not the case that
religion is excluded from modernity, or somehow simply
disappears in this period. Moreover, there was cleatly no
conscnsus about the relationship of religion to Iranian-
ness, or authenticity. Articles in Blossom, secking to pre-
serve religion’s relevance, are at pains to present [slam
as authentically Iranian. Yet the authors of W omen’s
World are more confused about the issue of religious
authenticity, perhaps given their Protestant education
and not wanting to exclude Christians from the pa-
rameters of Iranianness. One mustn’t accept as given or
inevitable the construction of Iranian nationalism as it
would emerge in the 1930s, or the fiction of religion’s
absence from this equation.

Although Blossom and Women’s World differ signifi-
cantly in their approach towards the role of religion and
gender in a “modern” Iran, they nevertheless belong to
the same wotld. As such, they represent a spectrum of
responses and solutions to similar questions of Tradi-
tion, religion, gender, national identity and the like; i.c.,
while their solutions might radically differ, they are both
posing the same questions. Moreover, they exhibit simi-
lar methodological approaches to these questions. Soci-
ety as a field of inquiry is identified and analyzed from a
historical and contextual perspective. It is this method-
ology—the acknowledgment of historical context and
the social construction of knowledge—that I believe
marks the early twentieth century as the threshold of
modernity in Iran.
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