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Nigar Goksel – Impressions from Tehran (2) - Watching Women 

 

 
Urban women in Tehran. Photo: flickr/kamshots 

 

In his book The Ends of the Earth, dating back to 1997, Robert Kaplan writes about women 

“transforming on the plane” on international flights bound to Tehran – or destined out of it.
1
 I 

had read this in passing, without thinking it would resonate with me ever again. Leaving 

Tehran after a brief two day visit,  as I stepped onto the THY plane, the hostess who greeted 

me with an open-neck  blouse and classy hair-do seemed to be glowing. I asked her, “Can I 

take it off?”  indicating the headscarf. “Of course,” she smiled, knowingly. It was a relief that 

I had not expected, a lightness, a freedom. I was not alone in shedding the top layers of my 

clothing. Almost all the women who boarded took off the scarf wrapped around their head 

and neck as well as the manto (like a trenchcoat) hanging down to their knees, meant to 

neutralize all curves. 

 

Taking off the extra clothes with people watching, I felt self-conscious. Just like me, everyone 

else had their eyes set on the women, curious about what would come out from underneath the 

overcoats. I also felt I had to swallow my pride while taking off the garments. Later, when I 

tried to understand why I felt taking it off was an issue of pride, I thought it must be because I 

felt defensive about my freedom of clothing. The rebel in me felt humiliated by my 

“audience” on the plane knowing I had been forced to submit  to the headscarf and attire, in a 

way that I had not felt humiliated by actually wearing the garments around Tehran, where no 

one could know if this was how I always willingly dressed.  

 

The Iranian woman across the corridor was on a touristic trip to Istanbul. “We love it there,” 

she said, squeezing the hand of the man sitting next to her who was likely her husband. (But 

now that we were on the plane in free-zone, maybe he was not.) An element of Turkey‟s soft 

power for the women in neighbouring countries must be the relative freedom it offers, I 

thought. Of course, many women in Turkey live under various levels of pressure and 

constraint as well but the size of Istanbul in particular, and the relative liberalness of many 
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quarters of the city can provide much-needed anonymity - all the more so for women visiting 

from the Muslim Middle East, I imagine.  

All that being said, it is not simple to grade a country's “friendliness” to women. The 2010 

World Economic Forum Gender Gap Report of 134 countries ranks Iran at 123
rd

 place, ahead 

of Turkey at 126
th

.
2
  The report measures the gap between women and men in four areas: 

economic participation and opportunity, educational attainment, health and survival, and 

political empowerment. On the first two counts, Iran ranks ahead of Turkey. (Turkey is 

significantly ahead of Iran in the health category, owing to an Iranian law that requires only 

female physicians treat women and girls while not having sufficiently trained women 

doctors). Nevertheless, when all the figures are added together, Iran is ahead. Labor force 

participation, quality of wage, proportion of women managers, literacy rate, and rate of 

women in university is higher in Iran than in Turkey. Interestingly, the mean age of marriage 

for women is 24 in Iran and 23 in Turkey. Births per woman is also lower in Iran.    

Indeed, in the relatively more affluent north section of Tehran, I may have seen more women 

driving and walking to work early in the morning than I do in the average affluent district of 

Istanbul. Many were stylish. They had the headscarf very loosely strung around their head (in 

contrast to  women who wear  overcoats in Turkey - meaning those who do not take them off 

in public - who ordinarily cover their hair such that no strands are visible.) I was even left 

staring at some, unable to figure out how the scarves weren‟t falling off given how much hair 

they left uncovered on their heads.. I concluded the scarves must be attached with bobbypins. 

Otherwise, physics being as it is, they would not have stayed balanced up there.  

 

However there are also many reminders of the underlying reality about men and women in 

Iran, such as the sight of women in Tehran sitting separated from men at the back of the bus. 

The sight reminded me of the image of blacks in the US south sitting in the back of buses, a 

symbol of segregation in my mind for African Americans  before the Civil Rights movement.    

Figures for women's literacy and participation in the labor force are important in determining 

the empowerment of women. However, there are other important criteria that are not included 

in the scope of the Gender Gap Index, namely laws. In Iran, laws pertaining to women are 

interpreted by clergymen, in conformity with “Islamic criteria.”  

Article 102 of Iran‟s Constitution states that “women who appear on the streets and in public 

without the prescribed „Islamic hejab‟ will be condemned to 74 strokes of the lash.”
3
 A 

woman has half the value of a man, enshrined in laws relating to inheritance and severence 

after murder. There are political posts reserved for men, such as attorney general and 

president. The Council of Guardians, who interprets the Constitution, “has decreed that a 

woman can not leave her home without her husband‟s permission.”
4
  The only economic 

subcriteria of the Gender Gap Index where Turkey is ahead is in the number of professional 

and technical workers, which may be owing to a law in Iran (article 117 of the civil code) 

stating that “a husband may ban his wife from any techncal profession that conflicts with 

family life or her character.”
5
 Women can not divorce except “under extreme conditions.” 
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While working on the European Stability Initiative's (ESI) “Sex and Power in Turkey: 

Feminism, Islam and the Maturing of Turkish Democracy” report
6
, I interviewed illiterate 

women with many children and total economic dependence on their husband. Frequently, I 

felt the new progressive civil and penal codes were practically irrelevant for them. But, Iran‟s 

laws take dependence to a much different level. 
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