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Vibrant, Complex Lives of [ranian Women
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portrayals and everyday reality.
While Western coverage often
reduces Iranian women to sym-
bols of oppression — focusing
almost exclusively on hijab en-
forcement, protests, or legal
restrictions — most women en-
countered in homes, workplac-
es, and public spaces describe
themselves first as mothers and,
at the same time, professionals
and proud bearers of cultural
traditions such as Nowruz and
Hafez poetry, leading lives filled
with music, humor, friendship,
and ambition that feel univer-
sally relatable. These women
are doctors, diplomats, engi-
neers, teachers, artists, and en-
trepreneurs who navigate the
same daily joys and frustrations

as women elsewhere — raising
children, sharing coffee with
friends, celebrating family mile-
stones — yet they do so under
intensified pressures caused by
decades of sanctions, political
isolation, and external threats
that affect the entire population.
This context fosters a distinctive
resilience: many consciously see
themselves not only as guard-
ians of their families but also as
quiet defenders of their nation’s
independence, a role rarely ac-
knowledged in dominant West-
ern narratives. Consequently,
the prevailing media image risks
appearing one-dimensional to
those with firsthand experience
because it seldom captures the
warmth and layered identity of

ordinary Iranian women who,
despite real challenges and occa-
sional disagreements with specif-
ic policies, largely reject the label
of “oppressed” and express pride
in both their faith-based values
and their contributions to society.

How can Western narratives,
driven by political or ideo-
logical motivations, distort
or oversimplify the reality of
Iranian women'’s lives?

Western media and advocacy
campaigns often reduce Iranian
women to a single archetype —
either fully oppressed victims
of the hijab laws and theocratic
rule or, in some counter-narra-
tives, romanticized symbols of
resistance. This binary ignores

the diversity of lived experienc-
es, including urban professional
women in northern Tehran, for
example, who voluntarily wear
stylish hijab, rural and work-
ing-class women for whom
mandatory veiling is less con-
tested than economic hardship,
religious women who see the
chador as empowerment, and
secular feminists who oppose it.
Selective imagery (almost always the
morality police or protest arrests) and
heavy reliance on exiled or di-
aspora voices amplify the most
dramatic cases while margin-
alizing the majority who nav-
igate daily life with pragmatic
compromises. Funding from
governments, think-tanks, and
NGOs with explicit anti-Iran

Women rewrote Iranian music

policy goals further incentivizes
framing that justifies sanctions
or regime-change rhetoric, even
when those policies objectively
worsen the economic conditions
that most affect ordinary women.

Drawing on your perspectives,
how can independent and
field-based narratives offer a
more accurate representation
of Iranian women and influ-
ence global understanding?

Long-term, multilingual field
research by scholars with no in-
stitutional hostility toward Iran
from different parts of the world
— such as East Asia, Latin Amer-
ica, India, the African continent,
or neutral European countries
— may document the full spec-

trum of facts, constraints, and
adaptation that Iranian wom-
en actually experience. When
these studies are published in
open-access formats, translat-
ed into multiple languages, and
amplified through academic
networks rather than politicized
media, they gradually displace
the cartoon versions dominant
in Western discourse.

Over time, this evidence-based
approach forces policymakers,
journalists, and activists to ac-
knowledge internal complexity,
reduces the domestic backlash
against “foreign interference,” and
gives Iranian women themselves
more nuanced tools to argue for
reform on their own terms, while
preserving their traditional values.

PERSPECTIVE

The daily existence of women in
Iran is a reflection of the intricate
interplay between opportunities
and constraints; a milieu that both
furnishes the possibility of cultiva-
tion and participation and simul-
taneously confronts structural,
social, and cultural challenges.
Contemporary women, endowed
with diverse roles within the fam-
ily, the workplace, and society, en-
counter realities that at times put
the constraints in the spotlight and
at times exhibit their capabilities
and inventiveness. The analysis
of these realities not only offers a
more exact depiction of the con-
dition of women but also reveals
how laws, traditions, and public
culture configure their daily lives.
In the early decades following the
Islamic Revolution, many women
interested in music discovered
their future trajectories in the
instruction and performance of
non-vocal instruments. The piano,
violin, santur, and guitar became
sanctuaries for young women,
enabling them both to articulate
their emotions and to obtain an
intellectual share of this art within
the pedagogical environment.
Amid this landscape, the name of
Lily Afshar emerged as one of the
most resplendent figures of Ira-
nian music; a woman who arose
from Iranian music schools and
became the first woman in the
world to receive the degree of
Doctor of Musical Arts in classical
guitar. She, who taught for years at
the University of Memphis in the
United States, constituted through
her virtuosity and her syncretic
perspective — combining Iranian
and Western musical traditions
— an inspirational paradigm for
anew generation of female instru-
mentalists. Her legacy demonstrat-
ed that geographical boundaries
cannot impede the cultivation of
[ranian talent.

Pedagogical trajectory,
professionalization of
women in performance

In subsequent years, the instruc-
tion of music for women expand-
ed more than before. Schools
and faculties of music received
a substantial number of female
students who sought mastery of
instruments, theory, and composi-
tion. This progression induced the
gradual normalization of women’s
presence in orchestras and musi-
cal ensembles.

Female instrumentalists became
present in official orchestras, clas-
sical ensembles, and even in the
domain of traditional music. Their
presence beside men transformed
the societal perception of women’s
musical aptitude. At this juncture,
the female instrumentalist was
no longer solely a pupil relegated

to a corner of the classroom, buta
member of a professional ensemble
who stood upon the stage and pos-
sessed a share of live performance.

participation by women.
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Vocal performance, women-
only concerts

One noteworthy pathway involved
the establishment of women-only
concerts; an experience that re-
ceived considerable attention and
revealed a portion of the latent po-
tential of female vocalists. Within
this realm, Simin Ghanem is a
salient figure; a vocalist who, en-
dowed with a memorable and me-
ticulously cultivated voice trained
within the tradition of classical
Iranian music, held women-only
concerts at Vahdat Hall.

Although these performances un-
folded within specific frameworks,
they possessed substantial sym-
bolic significance, for they indicat-
ed that the voice of a woman, even
under restrictive conditions, could
resonate within an official cultural
space. Numerous young women,
upon witnessing Simin Ghanem
on stage, acquired hope that they
might pursue music with greater
seriousness.

Moreover, these women-only con-
certs occasionally obtained social
and cultural functions; a portion
of these performances was con-
ducted for charitable aims or in
support of women'’s cultural ini-
tiatives. This progression endowed
women’s music, in addition to its
artistic dimension, with a social
and participatory aspect.

Entrance into orchestral
conducting; a watershed in
transformations

In the last decade, one of the most
consequential transformations

in Iranian music has been the en-
trance of women into the realm
of orchestral conducting. This
role had remained for years the
exclusive domain of men, yet now
young female conductors have
emerged who possess an innova-
tive perspective toward perfor-
mance and musical administra-
tion. A prominent example is Paniz
Faryousafi, an instrumentalist and
conductor who, from March 20,
2025, to March 20, 2026, conduct-
ed the Tehran Symphony Orches-
tra.

Her performance constituted a
symbolic point within the histo-
ry of contemporary Iranian mu-
sic because, for the first time, a
woman stood as conductor at the
helm of the most national musical
institution of the country. In this
performance, compositions by fe-
male composers were also played,
and this itself signified a structural
transformation in the orientation
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Khonyagaran-e Mehr, an all-female Iranian orchestra, is one of many groups formed in the country in recent years with strong

of Iran’s official musical culture.
Orchestral conducting is not mere-
ly a technical position but an em-
blem of trust, administration, and
decisional authority within the ar-
tistic structure. When a woman at-
tains this position, she, in a sense,
reconfigures the longstanding
narrative of the marginalization of
women in the musical sphere.

Obstacles, opportunities,
and transformational
movements

Despite the advancements, struc-
tural challenges remain persistent.
Many female musicians speak of
the paucity of performance op-
portunities, the absence of finan-
cial support, and the neglect of
their works in official media. Al-
though women possess extensive
presence in music schools and
universities, their share in official
productions and major musical
projects remains limited.

From left to right: Lily Afshar, Paniz Faryousafi, and Simin Ghanem

Ultimately, the
evolutionary course of
womenin Iranian music
afterthe Revolution
may be regarded
asasynthesis of
constraints, exertions,
andinnovations.
Fromthe dayswhen
women’s musicsought
refuge in musicschools
insilencetothe
contemporary moment
inwhichfemale
conductorsstandin
grand orchestral halls,
aprotracted path has
beentraversed.

Nevertheless, positive tendencies
are incontrovertible. In recent
years, the growth of advanced
musical education among women
has increased remarkably. Many
distinguished professors of today
are female graduates who work in
fields such as composition, musi-
cology, and conducting.

Furthermore, the digital sphere
and social networks have provided
novel possibilities for visibility and
audience engagement. Numerous
female musicians utilize this plat-
form for instruction, online perfor-
mances, the presentation of their
works, and international collab-
orations. This tendency naturally
circumvents official boundaries
and creates a more equitable op-
portunity for presence.

Future horizon; from stage
to structure

If the present trajectory persists,
one may envision a more luminous
future for women in Iranian music
— a future in which the presence
of women is not confined to per-
formance or instruction but ex-
tends to production, management,
and cultural policymaking.

In recent years, international
collaborations between Iranian
and foreign female artists have
increased. Some Iranian women
musicians have participated in
multinational projects, and their
works have been performed at
global festivals. This international
presence not only elevates the in-
dividual prestige of the artists but
also contributes to reinforcing the
image of Iranian women within
the global cultural sphere.
Ultimately, the evolutionary course
of women in Iranian music after
the Revolution may be regarded
as a synthesis of constraints, ex-
ertions, and innovations. From the
days when women'’s music sought
refuge in music schools in silence
to the contemporary moment in
which female conductors stand in
grand orchestral halls, a protracted
path has been traversed.

Names such as Lily Afshar, Simin
Ghanem, and Paniz Faryousafi
constitute merely three emblems
among dozens of female artists
who have each, in their own mea-
sure, facilitated the path for others.
Their presence exhibited that tal-
ent, perseverance, and devotion to
art can surpass every impediment.
The female musicians of contem-
porary Iran are not merely con-
tinuers of the past but recreators
of a new visage of music — a
visage formed upon capability,
knowledge, and creativity — that
can, in the future, contribute more
substantively to elevating the qual-
ity of the nation’s music and to re-
alizing cultural and gender equity.

The article first appeared in
Persian on IRNA.




