By Meghan Gorman ‘20
ABSTRACT

What factor is the most important determinant of a successful expansion of women’s rights?
Through my research, I have concluded that societal norms are the most crucial factors in
the expansion of women’s rights. As a reflection of collective attitudes and expectations,
norms determine how willing a society is to adopt new ideas about women’s rights and
gender parity. However, these norms and expectations must be a genuine reflection of
public sentiment and not simply imposed on an unwilling population. The two cases I have
examined in this essay are the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution
of 2011. These cases have different outcomes: Tunisia experienced an expansion of women’s
rights while a retraction of those rights occurred in Iran. Both cases prove that women’s
rights are only expanded when a society believes that they align with its values and supports
their integration.
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PART I
This past year, women’s rights issues
have made headlines around the world. In the
United States, the #MeToo movement has inspired women to fight back against normalized
sexual violence. Saudi Arabia has announced
that women will be legally allowed to drive for
the first time beginning this June. The Democratic Republic of Congo, a country plagued by
deep-rooted violence, has appointed a historic
number of women to serve in peace-building
efforts. Women in Iran have begun publicly
protesting the government’s mandatory veiling
policy. These events, among others, have led to
this question: what factor is the most important
determinant of a successful expansion of women’s rights? Women’s rights are defined as “legal, political, and social rights for women equal
to those of men.”1 This analysis will determine
whether an expansion of women’s rights has
taken place by examining policy changes as well
as political representation and economic opportunity. Some favorable policy changes for women
include elevated personal autonomy, economic
rights, reproductive rights, and greater access to
education, but for these changes to be successful,
they must take root long-term. Through two historical cases, I will examine the factors that allow
women to obtain more rights in some cases and
not in others. I will look at an expansion of women’s rights when they are already enfranchised;

these gains are focused on gender parity rather
than suffrage. This paper will examine how
women’s rights issues become salient and how
they transform from ideas into concrete changes.
To determine which cultural, economic, or political factor is most important to the
expansion of women’s rights, I will examine two
cases: the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution of 2011. Through my
research, I have discovered three powerful arguments that attempt to answer my central question. In looking at the Iranian Revolution and
the Jasmine Revolution, I will be able to assess
the validity and explanatory power of the following arguments: (1) Revolutions that result in
regime changes lead to an increase in women’s
rights and political representation in the creation
of the new government. (2) Societal norms are
integral to the successful increase of women’s
rights. (3) Women have more rights and opportunities when a state’s economy is growing and
prosperous. After equally assessing all cases, my
research has shown that Argument 2 on societal
norms is the strongest because it explains why
women’s rights increased in Tunisia but not in
Iran. Argument 2 emphasizes the importance
of societal norms and, consequently, how those
norms shape the willingness of a society2 to
accept an increase in women’s rights. Women’s
rights will not successfully expand if the public feels that increased opportunity and parity
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for women are against their cultural values and

clude by noting the relevant implications of my

identity, as was the case in Iran. As evidenced by

study for scholarship and policy in Part IV.

the case of Tunisia, women’s rights will only be
successful when a society sees increasing women’s rights as consistent with its core values. I
also found that the economic basis of Argument
3 does have some factual support, but it lacks
consistent explanatory power. The level of wom-

PART II: REVOLUTION,
CULTURE, AND
ECONOMICS
There are three powerful arguments that

en’s rights in both Iran and Tunisia did coincide

seek to answer the question of what factor is

with the level of economic growth and prosperity

the most important determinant of a success-

that the country was experiencing. However,

ful expansion of women’s rights. All of these

Argument 3 is weakened by the fact that it fails

arguments assume that women are already

to account for the economic discontent that was

enfranchised. Citizenship and the right to vote

rampant among both populations. Argument 1

“[serve] as the legitimate basis for future claims

was the least valuable because revolution that led

on the state, new demands for extended rights,

to regime change was present in both cases, but

and new social movements.”3 I will explore the

only Tunisia experienced an increase in women’s

expansion of women’s rights from this point of

rights. Therefore, this variable is not a reliable

enfranchisement, such as increased political rep-

determinant of an expansion of women’s rights.

resentation and concrete policy changes.

The rest of this essay will build upon the

ARGUMENT 1: Revolutions that result in

evidence and arguments that I have briefly pre-

regime changes lead to an increase of women’s

sented above. In Part II, I will outline the logic

rights and political representation in the creation

behind each of my three competing arguments

of the new government.

and present relevant literature that supports

This theory argues that revolutions that

these claims. I will outline the evidence that

result in a change of the state’s regime lead

would need to be present in each case in order to

to an increase in women’s rights. During the

determine its validity. In Part III, I will compare

revolution, women utilize the social upheaval to

the cases of Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution and

work in new roles that are not usually available

the Iranian revolution. I will specifically high-

to them. After the revolution, women leverage

light the evidence that strengthens or supports

that participation to obtain more power and

each competing argument. Finally, I will con-

representation in the new government, as well
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as to promote favorable policy changes. A re-

themselves increase women’s rights.

gime change must be present for this argument

ARGUMENT 2: Societal norms are nec-

to hold. Rights expand when women’s voices

essary for the successful increase of women’s

are present in the creation of the new govern-

rights.

ment, and this is not true when revolutions are

Norms are the factors that lay beneath

unsuccessful. This argument was inspired by

policy changes and women’s political represen-

“The Iraqi Women,” a chapter of What Kind

tation; they are vital to the deep-rooted success

of Liberation?: Women and the Occupation of

of women’s rights movements. I define norms as

Iraq by Nadie Al-Ali, Nicola Pratt, and Cynthia

informal understandings and social expectations

Enloe. The authors argue that women felt lib-

that govern the behavior of members of soci-

erated by the new roles and opportunities that

ety. In “Women’s Rights as Human Rights: An

they had during the American occupation of

International Perspective,” Marian Lief Palley

Iraq, and then shifted their attention toward a

argues that cultural constraints determine a so-

more politically charged movement.4 This book

ciety’s willingness to implement more rights for

focuses on war, but I am translating social up-

women. The industrialization and modernization

heaval presented here into that which is caused

of a country does not mean that its social norms

by a revolutionary regime change. Another piece

will be redefined because behavioral culture

that utilizes this argument is “Where do African

often remains stubbornly tied to tradition.7 In

women have more power? Surprise- in countries

“The True Clash of Civilizations,” Ronald Ingle-

emerging from war” by Aili Mari Tripp. Tripp

hart and Pippa Norris argue that the culture and

argues that “post-conflict countries had consid-

history of a nation determine the rights of wom-

erably higher rates of female political representa-

en: “A society’s commitment to gender equality

tion” than those who did not recently experience

and sexual liberation proves…how strongly

conflict.5 This occurs because “during conflicts,

that society supports principles of tolerance and

women are pushed into new roles in the econ-

egalitarianism.”8 Therefore, the acceptance and

omy, in their households and communities and

perpetuation of women’s rights are dependent

even in national politics.”6 In order for me to

upon the expectations, values, and identity of a

find this argument convincing, women need to

given nation. Governments have tried to force

be given rights and more political opportunities

change in regard to women’s rights by imposing

at the onset of the new regime, because that will

legislation and granting political representa-

show whether revolution and regime changes

tion. However, if the decisions do not align with
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society’s norms, these measures will not create

tion of new ideas.

deep-rooted change. Norms need to be absorbed

ARGUMENT 3: Women have more rights

by society to be influential, and policies that

and opportunities when a state’s economy is

contradict them can be viewed as a betrayal of

growing and prosperous.

national culture, identity, and values.
How can societal norms be changed?

This theory argues that the economy
is the most important determinant of women’s

International influence plays a huge role in ex-

rights. Raquel Fernández makes this argument

posing citizens and rulers alike to new ways of

in her article entitled “Women’s Rights and De-

thinking and is often a large part of a country’s

velopment:” “In almost all industrialized coun-

decision to expand women’s rights. International

tries, women went from being the properties of

institutions and transnational advocacy networks

their husbands and/or fathers, with very few le-

are some formal ways to define and spread in-

gal rights, to possessing the same political rights

ternational norms. They often frame “women’s

and most of the same economic rights as men.”11

political empowerment in terms of modernity,

When an economy is doing well, there are more

which carries expectations not only of improved

jobs for everyone, so women are better able to

status in the world, but also of financial re-

leverage their contributions to the workforce

wards.”9 The international women’s movement

into concrete policy changes. Economic devel-

has actively promoted a discourse on gender

opment generates changed attitudes in virtually

inclusion, ensuring that norms about female

any society. In particular, modernization com-

rights, equality, and participation in economics

pels systematic, predictable changes in gender

and politics are transmitted to nation-states.10

roles.12 This argument from “The True Clash of

However, international norms can also be pro-

Civilizations” maintains that economics change

liferated through more informal means such as

societal expectations about gender because

trade, media, and travel. International norms can

growth grants women new economic and pro-

influence leaders and take a top-down path, or

fessional opportunities. I will look specifically

they can permeate the popular level and make

at developing countries where economic growth

the public aware of different ways of living. Pres- and industrialization are still relatively new. I
sure to heed the example of other countries is an

will measure economic growth and prosperity

important way that societal norms can change,

through reports of international institutions,

but this only matters if the nation’s people and

industrialization initiatives, and growth in GDP,

government are open to change and the infiltra-

and then compare it to the subsequent position
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of women in each country. For this argument to
be valid, economic growth must coincide with
increased rights and political representation for
women.

PART III: WOMEN’S RIGHTS
IN IRAN AND TUNISIA

REVOLUTIONS
The goal of the Iranian Revolution in
1979 was to push Mohammad Reza Pahlavi out
of power. The Pahlavi period had been one of
modernization, industrialization, and secularization in Iran. Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s father,
Reza Shah, “introduced policies that altered the

The two cases that I will examine are

lives of Persian women radically…For the first

the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and Tunisia’s

time, some women entered into modern sectors

Jasmine Revolution of 2011. I chose these cases

of the economy, family laws were modified, un-

for a few reasons. First, a revolution that led to

veiling was enforced, and public co-educational

regime change is present in both cases. This will

primary schools were established in 1936.”13

allow me to accurately assess whether or not re-

Women were also given the right to vote un-

gime change is a reliable cause of the expansion

der the Pahlavis. After the revolution, a new

of women’s rights. Second, Iran and Tunisia were Islamist regime headed by Ayatollah Ruhollah
both developing economically during the time
Khomeini was instated. This shift in the political
periods that I am researching, so I will be able to

rule of Iran resulted in the decline of women’s

discern whether economic growth and stability

rights and political participation, which undid

coincide with more opportunities for women.

much of the progress made during the Pahlavi

Third, Iran and Tunisia are both countries with

era. Feminism and women’s rights were viewed

Muslim majorities. Tunisia was a French colony,

as fundamentally incompatible with the tenets of

and although Iran managed to evade coloniza-

Islam and were rejected as a result of the pub-

tion, it was influenced by the British Empire

lic’s dissatisfaction with the imposed secularism

for its natural resources. Both countries have a

and Westernization of the shahs’ regimes.

largely Muslim identity with a history of West-

Tunisia has long been considered the

ern influence, which will serve as helpful control

beacon of modernization in the MENA (Mid-

factors to see why women’s rights increased after

dle East and North Africa) region. Since its

the revolution in Tunisia and not in Iran.

independence from France in 1956, the Tuni-

BACKGROUND ON THE
IRANIAN AND TUNISIAN

sian government has placed an emphasis on
securing and advancing women’s rights. Tunisia
has long occupied an important position in the

Pg. 58

Arab world since the historic promulgation of its

argument. Surprisingly, although the shah had

progressive family law in 1956, which placed the

granted women new rights and opportunities,

country at the forefront of the Arab world in re-

women rallied around the Islamist revolution

gard to women’s rights.14 Even the authoritarian

in incredible numbers. If we believe that Ira-

regime of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali continued this

nian women are rational actors and responsi-

progress. However, both men and women were

ble individuals capable of taking their destiny

increasingly dissatisfied with Ben Ali’s repressive

into their own hands…then we must be able to

government, and that frustration blossomed into

explain the massive support that women lent to

the Jasmine Revolution of 2011. This was the

the revolution and in its aftermath.15 Khomeini

first successful regime change of the Arab Spring

inspired women to back the revolutionary ef-

and it inspired revolutions across the Arab

forts, and their support was instrumental to his

world. The end of Ben Ali’s regime brought with

success. Women were certainly present in the

it a new democratic government and a signifi-

Iranian Revolution and adopted new political

cant increase in women’s political representation.

roles during the protests. The Islamic revolution

Women maintained the rights that they had been

broke the barrier overnight. When Khomeini

afforded prior to the revolution and enacted

called for women who would otherwise not have

further reform as a result of their political voice.

dreamt of leaving their homes without their

Why were Tunisian women able to keep and

husbands’ or fathers’ permission or presence,

build upon their rights in the new regime while

took to the streets.16 In fact, women helped to

Iranian women were not?

make the Iranian Revolution one of the most

REGIME CHANGE
THROUGH REVOLUTION

bloodless in history because of their large turnouts at protests which made soldiers hesitant to
use violence to subdue them. But were they able
to leverage those goals in the creation of the new

IRAN
I will first examine the claim that revolutions that result in a regime change lead to the

regime?
Although women were a large part of the

increase of women’s rights and political repre-

success of the Iranian Revolution, “the militant

sentation in the creation of the new government.

left assumed a passive attitude toward women’s

It is first important to discern whether women

causes.”17 Women’s issues were not central to

were active participants in the Iranian Revolu-

the goals of the revolutionaries. Women were

tion, as this is an inextricable condition for this

viewed as instruments for success instead of
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agents that needed to be empowered by the new

positions.”21 Khomeini’s removal of the Family

regime. However, this may be partly the fault of

Protection Act was a huge blow to the person-

the women themselves. As Ashraf Zahedi states,

al autonomy of women. This act, instituted in

“Women participating in the revolution adhered

1967 and revised in 1975, was fundamental to

to different political ideologies, some secular,

the rights of women in the family. The Family

others religious. They did not participate in the

Protection Act increased the marriage age to 18

revolution as women and they did not put for-

for women and 20 for men, and restricted po-

ward a political platform advancing their cause.

lygamy by only allowing men to marry a second

They subordinated their own cause to that of the

wife with the consent of the court. These laws

revolution.”18 Women did not fight explicitly for

also granted the right for both men and wom-

their rights and representation in the new gov-

en to file for divorce. Another change was that

ernment, so it was not a major consideration of

the courts determined which parent would gain

the revolutionaries.

custody of the children on a case-by-case basis,

After the revolution, women lost many

as opposed to automatically granting custody

of the rights that they had been granted in the

to men as had been done in the past.22 Its with-

Pahlavi era. Iranian women essentially took a

drawal meant a huge decrease in the personal

giant step backward. Although the 1979 revolu-

autonomy of women within marriage and the

tion in Iran is often called an Islamic revolution,

family.

it can actually be said to be a revolution of men

The new Islamic regime also re-institut-

against women. It led to the enactment of numer-

ed a compulsory hijab law in July of 1980. As

ous discriminatory laws against women, which

Zahedi states:
It was implemented in two phases.
First, female government employees
were required to comply with the
compulsory hijab. Those who did not
comply were fired. The second phase
covered all Iranian women, including
members of the religious minorities.
Even girls as young as nine years old
had to comply.23

effectively took the society backward in time.19
In the decade following the revolution, women
in the workforce fell from about “13 percent to
8.6 percent,”20 and women were largely removed
from positions of authority. Dr. Shirin Ebadi
was a judge prior to the revolution and initially
supported the revolutionaries’ cause, but soon
after their success, the new regime decided that
“women could no longer hold positions such as
judges and had to instead take administrative

With this law, women lost the right to
self-expression and their bodies once again
became monitored by the state. These examples
show that the regime change brought about by
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the revolution was not successful in advancing

women’s movement has always stressed that

women’s rights, and in fact had the opposite

you cannot have increased rights for women in

effect. It is important to consider that success is

the absence of democratic rights, social justice

contingent upon how well women utilize their

and liberty for all.26 Tunisian women largely did

participation in the uprising to make political and not support Ben Ali because his commitment
social gains. This demonstrates that revolution it-

to women’s rights seemed insincere, strategic,

self does not increase women’s rights, but rather

and contrived. They recognized that supporting

is dependent upon the attitudes of the nation and

democratic rights and social justice for all was

how well women themselves push for representa-

key to continuing advancements in the depart-

tion and consideration in the new government.

ment of women’s rights, and Ben Ali’s repressive

TUNISIA

regime certainly did not create those conditions.

As in the case of the Iranian Revolution,

This is very similar to the case of Iran: the Shah

“a resounding feature of the protests was the

instituted many reforms that benefited women,

presence of women…Women participated as

yet his authenticity was a point of concern and

organizers and demonstrators and, consequently,

debate. In both cases, women wanted to expand

gender equality has been central to discussions of

their rights and representation according their

Tunisian politics, most eminently as it relates to

own definitions of what is important.

elections and the drafting of the constitution.”24

After the revolution, Tunisian women’s

The latter part of that quote illustrates the key

groups held various public protest to ensure

difference between the Tunisian and Iranian out-

that women would be included in the leader-

comes: Tunisian women utilized their positions in

ship of the new government.27 In Iran, women

the revolution to make women’s rights a central

were not aggressive about explicitly promoting

part of the discussion within the new govern-

their goals. Contrastingly, the primary focus of

ment. Lawyer Bilel Larbi pointed out, “Just look

Tunisian women was expanding women’s rights

at how Tunisian women stood side-by-side with

throughout the revolution, and they continued

Tunisian men. They came out to the streets to

to be vocal about enforcing change at the cre-

protest in headscarves. They came out in mini-

ation of the new government. Tunisian women

skirts. It doesn’t matter. They were there.”25

were unrelentingly passionate and tenacious in

Tunisian women were an active part of the Jas-

working to obtain their goals: “The mass demon-

mine Revolution, and they fought collectively for

strations that witnessed the extensive partici-

women’s rights and advancement. The Tunisian

pation of Tunisian women were a preliminary
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sign of the transformations to come through their

explanatory power because revolution led to an

participation in popular elections, their ascension

increase in women’s rights in one case but not

to political power, and the debates to which they

the other. Therefore, this argument in itself is

contributed in regard to the drafting of the con-

not sufficient to explain my findings, and the

stitution.”28 Women in the Jasmine Revolution

difference in outcome must be explained by

leveraged their support for the revolutionaries to

another variable.

push for increased representation in the fledgling
democratic government. As a result, there was a
“transformation of Tunisian politics…in which
Tunisian women, Islamist and other, have been
central figures.”29 In fact, “there is a constitutional mandate for parity in the election lists: every
party is obliged to field 50 percent women in
elections.”30
The argument that regime change via
revolution gives women more rights in the new
government leaves the following question unanswered: why were Tunisian women able to
achieve increased rights and representation as
a result of the revolution while Iranian women
were not? This argument lacks factual basis and

NORMS
IRAN
The Iranian Revolution is unique because society shifted from progressive, secular
laws and practices back to its roots as very
conservatively religious. This phenomenon is explained by the fact that the changes instituted by
the Pahlavi rulers were not normalized by the
Iranian masses. Contact with the West exposed
Iranians to new ideas about gender norms and
social dynamics. The importance and pervasiveness of international norms was evident in the
Pahlavi regime. The shahs’ advancements were
largely made in response to the Western world’s
perception of Iran as a backward, religiously
zealous country. For that reason, “international
pressure played a significant part in the initiation of the changes which took place in Iran
in the 1960’s.”31 However, only the upper class
was exposed to these norms and supported their
instatement in Iran.
A major example of the shah’s’ controversial modernization techniques was the unveiling of 1936. Iran was historically a Muslim
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country, and the imposition of the unveiling was

adopting the Westernization that the nation had

seen as a betrayal of its Islamic identity in favor

historically resented. Societal norms, therefore,

of an inauthentically secular one. Although this

had not changed. International norms of gender

mandatory unveiling only lasted from 1936 to

equality unquestionably infiltrated Iran during

the Reza Shah’s ouster in 1941, unveiled wom-

the Pahlavi era, but they did not have an au-

en were given preference during his son’s rule

thentic impact on the preferences and ideologies

as well; they remained the image of the modern

of the people.

woman that Iran wanted to project to the rest

The Iranian Revolution marked a resur-

of the world.32 The Pahlavi’s ideal woman was

gence of Islamic norms and ideals that had been

educated, unveiled, liberated, and entirely un-Is-

silenced by the Pahlavi regime. In the 1970’s

lamic. Conservative Iranians saw her as a deep

many Iranians, dissatisfied with rapid social

betrayal of Islam and a symbol of the Western

change and ever-increasing Western influences

world that had long oppressed and belittled their

in Iran, turned to religion for a new social para-

culture. Women’s rights and liberation became

digm.34 Islam provided them with a framework

synonymous with Westernization and inauthen-

to reconstruct their ideal society and draw on

tic modernization, and were seen as a means of

their ‘authentic’ cultures and beliefs.35 This shift

projecting a West-approved image of Iran. This

from imposed Western values in regard to wom-

image was also mostly confined to the upper

en’s rights back to culturally authentic, Islamic

class and did not fit the majority of Iranian wom-

interpretations of the role of women prove the

en. Slowly, the revolution gathered support from

importance of norms in creating lasting social

women who traded their granted rights for rights

change. Therefore, it is evident that norms

they wanted to earn themselves.33 Women want-

are the true reason why women’s rights move-

ed their rights on their own terms, and rights

ments are successful. As the Iranian Revolution

that would allow them to embrace their Muslim

demonstrated, norms cannot simply be imposed

and female identities. For these reasons, many

on an unwilling population. To normalize is to

women came to support the revolution.

bring into conformity with a standard,36 but

The question of the veil is illustrative of

these standards were not adopted or internalized

a major misstep by the Pahlavi regime: it im-

by the Iranian public. The Pahlavi ideal of a lib-

posed change on a society that was not ready or

erated, modern woman was viewed as an egre-

willing to accept it. Many felt that these policies

gious departure from the Islamic ideal, and in

abandoned Iran’s Muslim heritage in favor of

the end, the return to an Islamic state cleansed
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Iran of international influences by ousting the

children.39 However, many felt that Ben Ali’s

Western norms with which women’s rights had

commitment to women’s rights was a way to

become synonymous.

garner Western admiration and to cover up the

TUNISIA

harsh reality of his regime.40 There were similar

Prior to the Jasmine Revolution, Tunisia

concerns that women’s rights in Iran during the

had a history of promoting women’s rights in a

Pahlavi era were just for show. However, the

way that starkly contrasted with the rest of the

key reason for their survival in Tunisia was that

region, including Iran. Its independence in 1956

gender parity considerations were not first intro-

brought immediate benefits to women and these

duced as a part of Ben Ali’s oppressive regime.

rights became ingrained in Tunisian society: “the

Women’s rights were considered important to

reality is that women’s rights have been a fact of

Tunisians from the creation of their sovereign

life in Tunisia for decades.”37 The institution of

national identity, so the empowerment of women

women’s rights occurred with the creation of a

did not become synonymous with corruption

new, autonomous Tunisian national identity, and

and unwanted modernization as it had in Iran.

I think that had a lot to do with its success. Soci-

The Jasmine Revolution also marked a

etal expectations had been shaped to normalize

resurgence of political Islam in Tunisia. Many

rights for women from the beginning, and they

women worried that the revival of long-re-

became ingrained in both society and women

pressed Islamist parties would pose a threat to

themselves. Tunisian women acredit the 1956

the advancements made by women.41 It was

civil rights code for their freedom and equality,

feared that a popularization of Islamist norms

as well as an excellent education system that was

and ideals would create obstacles to women’s

equally accessible to both men and women.38

participation in the new government. As Suleh-

Surprisingly, Zine El Abidine Ben Ali,

ria states, “It is not clear whether Islam is the

the nation’s second president, kept the ball

religion of the state or the society. At the same

rolling in terms of women’s rights despite his

time, on the positive side, there is a commit-

harsh authoritarian rule. For example, as recent-

ment to universal human rights…Not only have

ly as in 2007, the minimum age of marriage was

women been acknowledged as equal, there is a

raised to 18 for both men and women…Other

commitment to empower women politically.”42

reforms initiated under Ben Ali in the 2000s

The political reintroduction of Islam in Tunisia

expanded women’s rights in regard to marriage

ultimately did not hurt women’s rights because

contraction, alimony, and custodial rights over

gender equality was not viewed in opposition
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with the tenets of the Islamic tradition. In Iran,

overtake the French and German economies.45

women’s rights, Westernization, and the rejec-

Iran’s prospering economy aligned with the

tion of Islam came in one threatening package

creation of new social and professional oppor-

that needed to be removed to ensure a successful

tunities for women; women’s suffrage was also

return to the country’s cultural roots. Tunisia, on

a part of the White Revolution. The educational

the other hand, had made social justice a part of

progress made during this period, combined

its national identity from the beginning, so it did

with rapid economic growth, led to employment

not seem like a Western import that was shoved

opportunities which facilitated the participation

down the throats of an unsupportive public.

of Iranian women in the labor market.46 Women

ECONOMIC STABILITY AND
GROWTH
IRAN

were more educated and better able to pursue
careers that matched their qualifications. This
evidence supports the theory that a quickly
growing and modernizing economy yields more

This section will explore the claim that
women have more rights in states whose econo-

personal, political, and economic rights for
women.

mies are growing and prosperous. I will look at

Iran’s economy under Ayatollah Kho-

the economics of the Pahlavi dynasty and com-

meini was a different story entirely. Since the

pare it to the post-revolutionary Islamist regime.

1979 revolution, the Iranian economy has been

Between 1946 and 1979, Iran was gradually

beset by a costly eight-year war, unremitting

transformed from a largely farm-based economy

international pressure and isolation, and ideo-

to a modern society by way of major changes in

logical conflict. The revolutionaries clashed

the traditional socioeconomic order.43 The state

over what constituted an Islamic economy - and

was able to create impressive growth through a

whether growth or social justice should be the

combination of public planning, urbanization,

top priority.47 Khomeini struggled with the

and industrialization introduced by the White

decision to pursue economic growth or social

Revolution of 1963; its annual growth rate was

justice, and his resulting economic plans were

about 9.6 percent from 1960-1977 and it had

not well thought-out. This lack of organization

very low, regionalized unemployment rates.44

combined with the costly Iran-Iraq War, and

Iran’s fortunes surged even more dramatically

the country’s reliance on fluctuating oil prices

after the explosive rise in oil prices in the 1970s,

put the post-revolutionary regime “on the brink

helping fuel the shah’s grandiose ambitions to

of economic collapse.”48 Surely enough, women
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also suffered. They were stripped of personal

GDP growth of 3.7% in 2010.50 However, the

and economic rights. Although education was

country’s economic situation looked much better

still very much accessible to women, “The Islam-

from the outside than it did to the majority of

ic Republic…failed to provide them with rights

Tunisians: “The combination of youth gradu-

that would match their qualifications: women

ate unemployment, conspicuous and predatory

were discriminated against at court and married

corruption as well as political and economic

women were made dependent on their husbands

disenfranchisement had created an untenable

who were often less educated than their wives.”49

condition of discontent amongst Tunisians.”51

Comparing the economic state of Iran before and

Mohammed Bouazizi, a young vendor whose

after the Iranian Revolution does support the

produce cart was confiscated by the police,

argument that women are better off in stable and

quickly became a symbol of the economic des-

growing economies. The Pahlavi era ushered in

peration shared by many Tunisian people when

new possibilities of economic growth and indus-

he self-immolated in protest of the corruption of

trialization, and women in turn were granted

the government.52

new rights and professional opportunities. How-

After discovering this, it is difficult to

ever, the post-revolutionary Islamist regime did

find this economic argument to be credible. On

not have a clear or sustainable economic vision

the outside, Tunisia’s economy was relative-

for the country. The Iranian economy was in a

ly prosperous, and women had rights, which

place of incredible turmoil, and women lost many

would support this economic argument on a

of the rights that they had won in the preceding

shallow level. It seems that this argument makes

period of greater prosperity.

sense and has factual support because women

TUNISIA

did have more rights in this economically more

In addition to its standout performance

prosperous country. However, while the num-

in regard to social justice, Tunisia also shone as

bers looked great on the outside, Tunisia was ex-

a beacon of economic stability and growth in the

periencing incredible economic frustration, with

MENA region. It is recognized by many as an

a notably high rate of unemployment amongst

economic success story amidst the poverty and

educated young people. Coupled with the re-

instability of the rest of the region. This percep-

pressive nature of Ben Ali’s regime, the situation

tion was cemented by the country’s progress in

in Tunisia was desperate: “Economic frustra-

recent years, including its brisk recovery from

tion was compounded by political repression.”53

the 2009 economic crisis characterized by a

While on the surface women had more rights,
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which coincided with Tunisia’s relative economic

olutions. I have concluded that revolution that

stability, in reality, the period’s conditions did

leads to regime change is not a significant cause

not allow educated women to exercise their full

of an expansion of women’s rights, because it is

potential. They were highly educated but lacked

entirely dependent upon the norms proliferated

outlets in which they could leverage that educa-

by the rising government.

tion. As in Iran, a shiny exterior masked a large

This conclusion presents some challenges

problem of discontent and dissent amongst the

for policymakers because it shows that women’s

population. Through these cases, it is evident

rights cannot simply be imposed on a society

that the economic argument seems correct upon

that does not support them. In societies where

first glance, but crumbles under further scrutiny.

women’s rights are not held in high regard,

PART V
The three arguments that I have examined through the cases of the Iranian and Jasmine Revolutions provide different answers to
my central question: What factor is the most
important determinant of a successful expansion
of women’s rights? Through my research, I have
concluded that norms are the most important
variable in the expansion of women’s rights. As a
reflection of a given society’s collective attitudes
and expectations, norms determine how willing a
society is to adopt new ideas about gender parity.
However, these norms and expectations must
be a genuine reflection of public sentiment and
not simply imposed on an unwilling population.
Women’s rights are expanded when a society
believes in social justice and equality, as was
the case in Tunisia. The economic argument is
also convincing on a shallow level, but it fails to
account for public discontent prior to both rev-
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policymakers should try to implement change
slowly so that the public has an opportunity to
develop new ways of thinking over time. This
will reduce public dissatisfaction and make the
changes feel more in line with the state’s cultural
values and goals. An example of this technique
is Saudi Arabia’s decision to let women drive.
The decision was reached last year, but is not
being implemented until this June. The Saudi
government allowed people time to adjust to this
idea, which was radical to some, before it implemented the change fully. Through my research,
additional questions about women’s rights have
been raised for me. Is female political representation an accurate measure of gender parity? Does having more female political leaders
change people’s views of women? Is this only a
formality or does it carry real weight? In light of
my observations, these are important questions
to consider.

ENDNOTES
1. “Women's Rights.” Merriam-Webster.com, Merriam-Webster, www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
women's rights.
2. I define society and nation as “a community, nation, or broad grouping of people having common
traditions, institutions, and collective activities and interests.” “Society.” Merriam-Webster.com,
Merriam-Webster, www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/society.
3. Francisco O. Ramirez, Yasemin Soysal, and Suzanne Shanahan, “The Changing Logic of Political Cit
izenship: Cross-National Acquisition of Women's Suffrage Rights, 1890 to 1990,” American So
ciological Review 62, no. 5 (1997): 736. doi:10.2307/2657357.
4. Nadje Al-Ali, Nicola Pratt, and Cynthia Enloe. "The Iraqi Women’s Movement," In What Kind of Lib
eration?: Women and the Occupation of Iraq, (University of California Press, 2009): 126, http://
www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/j.ctt1pnft4.11.
5. Aili Mari Tripp, “Where Do African Women Have More Power? Surprise- in Countries Emerging
from War,” The Washington Post, July 15, 2016, sec. Monkey Cage, 1.
6. Tripp, “Where Do African Women,” 2.
7. Marian Lief Palley, "Women's Rights as Human Rights: An International Perspective," The Annals
of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 515 (1991): 164, http://www.jstor.org/
stable/1046936.
8. Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris, "The True Clash of Civilizations," Foreign Policy, no. 135 (2003):
65, doi:10.2307/3183594.
9. Pamela Paxton, Melanie M. Hughes, and Jennifer L. Green, "The International Women's Movement
and Women's Political Representation, 1893-2003." American Sociological Review 71, no. 6
(2006): 901, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25472436.
10.Paxton, Hughes, and Green, “The International Women's Movement,” 900.
11. Raquel Fernández,"Women's Rights and Development," Journal of Economic Growth 19, no. 1
(2014): 38, http://www.jstor.org/stable/44113418.
12. Inglehart and Norris, “The True Clash of Civilizations,” 68.
13. Hamideh Sedghi, “Feminist Movements in the Pahlavi Period,” Encyclopaedia Iranica, last modified
December 30, 2012, http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/feminist-movements-iii.
14. Mounira M Charrad and Amina Zarrugh. “The Arab Spring and Women's Rights in Tunisia,” E-In
ternational Relations, (September 4, 2013), http://www.e-ir.info/2013/09/04/the-arab-springand-womens-rights-in-tunisia/.
15. Roksana Bahramitash, "Revolution, Islamization, and Women's Employment in Iran," The Brown
Journal of World Affairs 9, no. 2 (2003): 230, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24590480.
16. Bahramitash, "Revolution, Islamization, and Women's Employment,” 233.
17. Hammed Shahidian, "The Iranian Left and the ‘Woman Question’ in the Revolution of 1978-79."
International Journal of Middle East Studies 26, no. 2 (1994): 225, http://www.jstor.org/sta
ble/164734.
18. Ashraf Zahedi, "Contested Meaning of the Veil and Political Ideologies of Iranian Regimes," Journal
of Middle East Women's Studies 3, no. 3 (2007): 87, doi:10.2979/mew.2007.3.3.75.
19. Shirin Ebadi, "Islamic Law and the Revolution Against Women," In The Unfinished Revolution:
Voices from the Global Fight for Women's Rights, ed. Minky Worden, (Bristol: Policy Press at

Pg. 68

the University of Bristol, 2012): 53, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1t891s3.9.
20.Haleh Esfandiari, “The Women's Movement.” Iran and Lebanon | The Iran Primer, last modified
2015, http://iranprimer.usip.org/resource/womens-movement.
21. Ebadi,"Islamic Law and the Revolution Against Women," 54.
22. Noushin Ahmadi Khorasani and Mahnaz Afkhami, “Reform and Regression: The Fate of the Family
Protection Law,” Modernity and Constitutionalism in the Ottoman Empire and Iran | Founda
tion for Iranian Studies, last modified September 27, 2008, http://fis-iran.org/en/women/articles/
reform-and-regression.
23. Zahedi, “Contested Meaning of the Veil,” 89.
24. Charrad and Zarrugh, “The Arab Spring and Women’s Rights.”
25. Eleanor Beardsley, “In Tunisia, Women Play Equal Role In Revolution,” NPR, last modified January
27, 2011, https://www.npr.org/2011/01/27/133248219/in-tunisia-women-play-equal-role-in-revolution.
26. Farooq Sulehria, “Women's Rights and Struggles: Five Years after Jasmine Revolution,” Socialistresis
tance.org, last modified February 12, 2016, http://socialistresistance.org/womens-rights-andstruggles-five-years-after-jasmine-revolution/8100.
27. Isobel Coleman, "Women and the Arab Revolts." The Brown Journal of World Affairs 18, no. 1
(2011): 217, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24590794.
28. Charrad and Zarrugh, “The Arab Spring and Women’s Rights.”
29. Charrad and Zarrugh, “The Arab Spring and Women’s Rights.”
30. Sulehria, “Women’s Rights and Struggles.”
31. Maryam Panah, "The Iranian Revolution: Internal and External Causes," In The Islamic Republic
and the World: Global Dimensions of the Iranian Revolution, 16-41. (London; Ann Arbor, MI:
Pluto Press, 2007): 22, doi:10.2307/j.ctt18fs4p8.7.
32. Zahedi, “Contested Meaning of the Veil,” 85.
33. Bahramitash, "Revolution, Islamization, and Women's Employment," 232.
34. Zahedi, “Contested Meaning of the Veil,” 85.
35. Zahedi, “Contested Meaning of the Veil,” 85.
36. “Normalize.” Merriam-Webster.com. Merriam-Webster. Accessed May 9, 2018. https://www.merri
am-webster.com/dictionary/normalize.
37. Coleman, "Women and the Arab Revolts," 216.
38. Beardsley, “In Tunisia, Women Play.”
39. Charrad and Zarrugh, “The Arab Spring and Women’s Rights.”
40. Beardsley, “In Tunisia, Women Play.” “Khadija Cherif, a long-time feminist activist, says Ben Ali
pretended to support women's rights to please the West.”
41. Beardsley, “In Tunisia, Women Play.”
42. Sulehria, “Women's Rights and Struggles.”
43. Jahangir Amuzegar, "The Iranian Economy before and after the Revolution," Middle East Journal 46,
no. 3 (1992): 414, http://www.jstor.org/stable/4328463.
44. Amuzegar, "The Iranian Economy,” 414.
45. Suzanne Maloney, “The Revolutionary Economy,” Iran and Lebanon | The Iran Primer, accessed May
9, 2018, http://iranprimer.usip.org/resource/revolutionary-economy.
46. Sedghi, “Feminist Movements in the Pahlavi Period.”
47. Maloney, “The Revolutionary Economy.”
48. Maloney, “The Revolutionary Economy.”

Pg. 69

49. Ludwika Włodek-Biernat, "Iranian Women. Quest for Freedom and Equality," Polish Sociological
Review, no. 172 (2010): 503, http://www.jstor.org/stable/41275177.
50. “The Revolution in Tunisia: Economic Challenges and Prospects,” Economic Brief, www.afdb.org,
last modified March 11, 2011, 1.
51. “The Revolution in Tunisia,” 1.
52. “The Revolution in Tunisia,” 2.
53. Lin Noueihed and Alex Warren, “Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution,” In The Battle for the Arab Spring:
Revolution, Counter-Revolution and the Making of a New Era, (Yale University Press, 2012): 67,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1np7xx.

Pg. 70

