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“There is perhaps a tendency to romanticize resistance,” writes
Lila Abu-Lughod in her influential article “The Romance
of Resistance: Tracing Transformations of Power through
Bedouin Women.”! Abu-Lughod observes that it is tempting
to see resistance only in moments which directly counter the
tyranny of dominant narratives of power. She also warns that
in universalizing transgressive resistance we risk foreclosing
questions about the workings of power. Abu-Lughod famously
quips that “we should use resistance as a diagnostic of pow-
er.”? Along similar lines, several studies have taken account of
the complexities and resilience of Iranian women’s resistance,
assertions of agency, knowledge production, religious subjec-
tivity, and citizenship in conformity to the Islamic Republic’s
state power.’ Yet there is a tendency to read the works of Iranian
women poets only within the emancipatory politics of an op-
pressor-oppressed paradigm where transgression is privileged
as the paramount indicator of agency.

Thus, this essay is an examination of some of the poetry com-
posed and recited by Iranian women poets for the Supreme
Leader of the country in annually held poetry readings. There is
nothing “transgressive” in these carefully staged events, where
selected participants are officially invited to attend. Instead,
what emerges through many of their poems is a display of the
women poets’ agential capacity. They speak of love, yearning,
and erotic desire in their ghazals—historically the most import-



ant lyric genre of poetry with its inherent ambiguity rooted in
classical Persian mystical poetry.* However, they also augment
the classical ghazal by centering, for example, their own per-
sonal experiences of longing and desire. In this way, their asser-
tions of agency-in-conformity problematizes transgression as
the sole producer of agency. A few examples of their poems dis-
cussed here demonstrate how regulatory power does not only
restrict and supress but also produces other forms of agency and
self-assertion.

Under Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Hosseini Khamenei’s tutelage as
the Supreme Leader since 1989, and supported by his person-
al passion for classical didactic-mystical poetry and his own
claims to poetic talent, poetry has become in Iran, “a unifying
spectacle and a pedagogical tool.” It is in this context of the Su-
preme Leader’s political, religious, and assumed literary author-
ity that the formal annual poetry reading ceremonies evolved
into highly publicized productions with their own bureaucratic
vetting and selection processes and choregraphed performanc-
es.’ These carefully curated annual events demonstrate and re-
inforce the power, domination, and control of the Regime and
its Supreme Leader. The Supreme Leader thus stands in for the
arbiter of “good” poetry, and by extension for the good of the
nation. This is not a unique phenomenon; many dictators of
totalitarian regimes have justified their political violence and
absolute authority by recourse to their own literary output, in
which they stand as the benevolent semi-divine father of the na-
tion symbolically represented by adoring young women.” These
annual sessions in Iran are notably televised, popularized, and
archived on the Leader’s official website. As such, they set the
tone for many aspects of state-sanctioned activities under the
Islamic Republic, from dress code and gender segregation to
expressions of piety, and other related thoughts and desires. In
Fatemeh Shams’ words, these widely publicized annual events
that have been taking place for the past two decades are perfor-
mances, rituals of “spectacle” with their own “Masonic” and
“messianic” sense.® While the participants are mostly men, the
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significance of gender in these annual events remains largely
unexamined and prompts several important questions. What
difference does being a woman poet make in these annual ritu-
als? How does a highly regulated and carefully curated setting
impact women poets’ authorial voice? And in what ways do
women poets assert their own agency while conforming to the
strict parameters of the event?

Figure 1-Women poets reading their poem in Supreme Leader’s annual poetry reading nights

Women Authorial Voice

A good example of a female authorial voice can be seen in
Mojgan Abbaslou’s presentation from 2009. In a video dated
1388/06/14 (September 5, 2009°), Abbaslou begins by greet-
ing the Supreme Leader and the audience, addressing them as:
“Honorable Father and exalted poets” (0:08” "ul,els 5 1S ;o
*,5). She then establishes her professional credentials while
signaling her requisite deference in accordance with the norma-
tive decorum of Persian culture: “I am a physician of course,
but do not dare to use the epithet ‘doctor’ in the company of
the present masters. I will offer (my poems) in a feminine way
(L)), if you permit me.” (0:12”") She then proceeds to read two
ghazals. The first one is about what it means to be a woman:
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Always a stranger without a homeland like wind

How tired and lonely, she is a lot like me!

The story book(s) are filled with descriptions of her unfaithful-
ness

Even though all her life she thinks about (nothing but) becom-
ing “we”

What difference does it make, ‘Ozra or Leili or Shirin'?

She is (indeed) the saga of one soul in a thousand bodies

She is not supposed to be a simple mystery

She is a bit like you and a bit like me

The one without whom the world’s affairs will be in shambles
Is not an angel, is not a fairy, is not a houri,"* she is a woman.

This ghazal is a condensed list of the wrongs experienced by
women in Perso-Islamic literature: i.e., women are either cat-
egorically accused of and condemned for infidelity, or edified
as the exceptional stuff of fairy tales. Abbaslou intentionally
makes it unclear that the poem is about women until the very
end, revealing the subject of this poem, the “woman,” in a con-
cluding moment, prompting the reader to re-read the poem once
again from the beginning in light of this revelation. Abbaslou
makes it clear that whether it is in the abundance of fables about
unfaithful women, in the commodification of her virginity (like
figures of Mary or Fatima in religious discourse), or in my-
thologizing her as the ethereal beloved of classical poetry, the
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“woman” remains “lonely,” “tired,” and misunderstood. It is in-
teresting that the female poet is not speaking of “woman” as a
mere concept, but twice substantiates her assertions by referring
to her own self in the poem. In a sense she bears witness, so to
speak, that the woman she speaks of “is a lot like me,” and “she
is a bit like you, a bit like me.” In other words, she is pointing
to the complexity of the lived experiences of women, attested
to by her own experiences. She centers the “real” woman, who
is rendered unrecognizable and left tired, lonely, and a stranger
without a homeland, precisely because of the patriarchal dichot-
omy of the figuration of “woman” as either being unfaithful or
a myth. It is interesting that immediately after she finishes this
poem, and contrary to the protocol of these sessions, another
woman poet on her left utters in a barely audible but uncontrol-
lable voice, “Bravo” #!I( - 3l

Abbaslou follows her first ghazal with a second poem of the
same genre with a similar theme. Part of her second ghazal
reads:
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I have not been a fairy so they could cut me out of stories

I am not a bird so they can buy me from the corner of a cage.
[ am “woman,” a bitter truth full of anguish

Full of regretful women who are bitter and displaced

To my stranger sisters wherever on earth, who are captives of
these damned times
Say, o fresh spring: “The ceiling of love is low.



Higher they should perch, further they should fly.”

The Supreme Leader’s comments following Abbaslou’s recital
are instructive:

Bravo, Bravo, it was very good, both from the point of view
that something fair was said about women (_s >~ Clail 4 35 0)455
A 4x:8). This is good. Some people think that if they want to
support women they must discuss feminist tendencies sls_,21,5)
_sined) and this non-sensical stuff, whereas defending women
is good to be just like this (we must speak of), the truth (cii~
of women, [the] essence (<I3) of women, of the eminence ()
of women, of [the] subtlety (<sUs)) of women, these are what
must be said, and [second point] your poem was good too.
(02°:35”)

It seems that the Leader, too, detects a feminist critique of
the unfortunate situation of women under the weight of reli-
gious-mystical patriarchy in these two poems. Hence, with his
self-assuring pronouncement, declaring that these were not fem-
inist poems, he is confirming that they actually are—or at least
easily could be—feminist poems. The political context of its
presentation notwithstanding, the first ghazal could be anthol-
ogized as reflecting the agential voice of contemporary female
poets. In it we have a critique of the exploitation of women both
in classical Persian poetry and in normative religious discourse.
Significantly, in the second poem we also have the repetition of
the female poet’s authorial voice in first-person singular.
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Figure 2- Women poets reading their poem in Supreme Leader’s annual poetry reading nights

Panegyric Poetry and the Ghazal

The history of these poetry reading sessions before the Supreme
Leader dates back to premodern court poetry. The court of a
powerful ruler was the center of literary life and a source of
financial support for poets who, in exchange for financial gains
and fame for their literary skills, would immortalize the ruler
and his deeds through their craft of poetry. It is not surprising
that many of the poems read in these annual sessions are similar
to the panegyric (madih or madh) poems that premodern poets
composed for their wealthy patrons.'® What sets these contem-
porary annual sessions apart from the accomplished panegyric
court poets of the past is that a significant portion of current
participants are always female poets of varying age, education,
and poetic talent. Their public participation in these events is
consistent with the Regime’s expectation of religious women
to be publicly active citizens supporting its patriarchal policies,
which paradoxically releases religious women from cultural re-
strictions and the control of their fathers and husbands.!” One
young female poet alludes to this by referring to the Leader as
the saviour of religious women from their earlier twentieth-cen-
tury confinement at home:
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I am that genuine Qajarian chador!

Who has remained confined to home, fearing a Reza Khan*
But you are the rain after losing hope

Whose mark is left on this land’s parched heart.

The female participants in these annual events recite their po-
ems composed in the convention of the ghazal, which combines
songs about earthly love and courtly poetry.?! Not surprisingly,
the ghazal was favoured by the late Ayatollah Khomeini and
continues to be favoured by the current Supreme Leader who
co-opted and promoted a political “revisionist take” on this
genre.”” As early as the twelfth century, the fusion of the secular
with the mystical in expressions of love infused the ghazal with
an erotic “transcendental potential” for the expression of the
poet’s emotions.* Peculiarities of this genre have thus allowed
female poets in these annual events to express implicit erotic
desire for the leader, even in the highly desexualized context
of such gatherings. One of the key characteristics of the ghazal
is that the lover is represented by the “lyrical persona” of the
poet, which distinguishes the speaking voice from the person of
the poet. Another unique characteristic of the ghazal is that the
addressed beloved is never identified; instead,, his/her identity
remains obscured by the rich repertoire of developed fantastic
imagery borrowed from natural or heavenly phenomena (e.g., a
garden, flowers, rain, the sun and the moon), or from the animal
world kingdom (e.g., the nightingale or turtle-dove), or from the
mineral world (e.g., rubies and pearls).*

These established conventions of the ghazal have afforded fe-
male poets much flexibility in expressing erotically-charged
desire and love implicitly aimed at the Supreme Leader. In one

"https://farsi.khamenei.ir/
video-content?id=30167.
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by Iranian women over their
other garments during Qajar
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became the target Reza Shah’s
ban in 1936.

A reference to Reza Shah’s
public ban on women’s veils in
1936, which confined religious
women to their home.
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poetry, see De Bruijn, Persian
Sufi Poetry, 53-61.

2Shams, A Revolution in
Rhyme, 267, 311, and 341.
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Rhyme, 267, 311, and 341.
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such performative poem dated 1388/06/14 (September 5, 2009),
for example, one female poet named Kobra Mousavai reads her
poem entitled, “Your Eyes:”
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Your Eyes

Are well-known by everyone, they are in the midst of my soul
Like Shams Tabrizi, they are a sudden outburst of my passion
I was looking for you all over Konya, all the way to Balkh
You, the curtain of whose eyes is my Isfahan

Even though “Isfahan is Half-the-World,” but

Your world-conquering eyes are my entire world

Don’t fall asleep, o fairy of Nishapur’s gardens

Because your eyelids are my parrots’ wings and feathers

Like a messy drunkard I washed my body in you

Because your wet eyes are like the Moulian Creek

Asif’s Surishnamah? is a simple narrative

(So) bring me a message from these two (eyes), they are talis-
mans for my soul

Do not make me be a lover of your Hindu eyes

Because such poems are beyond my abilities.



With deft and moving imagery, this poem touches on established ;:ﬁi‘::;fg;; ;Zm\;iist
tropes of the Persian ghazal in addition to very well-known his- The Life, Teaching and Poetry
torical facts, persons, and places. For instance, the poet evokes ~ ©f falal al-Din Rumi (Oxford:
One World, 2000), 164-184.
the passion of the thirteenth-century antinomian Sufi Shams,
the beloved of Rumi whose sudden disappearance caused much
grief for Rumi.”” It is reported that Rumi searched for Shams in
Konya and sent people to find him in Syria, but here the sudden
outburst of passion makes the poet search for her beloved from
Konya, where Rumi lived and died, to Balkh, his birthplace.
The beloved’s eyes are compared to the splendid beauty of Isfa-
han, affectionately known as “Half-the-World,” except the be-
loved’s eyes are “the entire world” of the poet. The rest of the
poem speaks of the beloved as the magical fairy in the beautiful
gardens of Nishapur (an ancient city on the Silk Road located in
the North East of Iran, the historical capital of a few dynasties),
with colorful eyelids like the wings of a parrot. We are told that
previous poets’ books of poetry—Asif and his book, Suriish-
namah—are simplistic narratives; the real stories are in the eyes
of her beloved with their talismanic, magical qualities. Weaving
these imageries together speaks to the poet’s impressive skill,
but reading a sensual poem entitled “Your Eyes” while looking
directly at the Supreme Leader’s eyes makes it also profoundly
personal and inevitably political.

%De Bruijn, Persian Sufi
Poetry, 68.

In this way, Mousavai exploits the ambiguities of the classical
ghazal to create a space for staging her personal experience of
desire and love in the very moment of her reading, which goes
against the Regime’s strict censorship imposed on the event. She
is entirely within the conventions of the ghazal, and recycles
many of its tropes, but also diverges from the genre in apprecia-
tive ways. In the classical ghazal, the lover complains about the
absence, indifference, or cruelty of the distant Beloved, the in-
accessible Divine Being.”® The sublimation of the beloved into
an abstract plane is not a salient theme of this poem, however.
Instead, for the poetic persona which Mousavai evokes, the ex-
periences of her beloved’s eyes and her adorations for them are
more immediate, tangible, and personal. She cannot speak of

10
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the cruelty of the beloved that is a common theme in the ghazal,
because that would no doubt push the poem into the realm of
oppositional politics (i.e., a critique of the Supreme Leader). Let
us not forget that in addition to the conventions of the classical
ghazal, she has to conform to the strict ideological parameters
set by the Regime. Yet, because it is her lyrical persona that is
the speaking subject, she cannot be faulted for writing sensually
about her adoration for her beloved’s eyes, which could very
well be assumed to be the Supreme Leader’s.

Figure 3- A women presenting her poetry book to Supreme Leader

Women Poets’ Desire

The subtleties of female poets’ desires are noticeable in anoth-
er erotic poem recited for the Supreme Leader (dated 2017).
The young poet Tayebeh Abbasi begins by offering the Su-
preme Leader, “the kindest greeting to the kindest father”(«; g
o o2 50b ). It 1s significant that, like many other female poets,
she looks directly and smiles at the Leader while uttering her
greeting and reciting her poem. She continues:
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Even though there is no end to my desolate nights in the form
of a morning sigh

But the eastern alleys of forgiveness are not too far

The illumination (emanating from) your face is enough for me,
O sacred light

Because others’ blessings are sometimes there, sometimes not,
(they are inconsistent) like

(the light of) a candle

For the one seeking you among night-scented flowers

There is no shelter except amid the fragrance of poppies
Exchanging amorous glances is not the way of lovers, far from
it

My eyes are not attracted to anyone’s glance, except beholding
your pleasant sight

Where must I find you? Wherever there is a sigh

Wherever must I find you? Wherever there is no way out.

Here, Abbasi employs the formal conventions and richness of
classical Persian love poetry such as “forgiveness” (saxl), “il-
lumination” (31,21), “sacred light” (s ,5), “candle” (@J),
“blessing” (_=.) and “exchanging amorous glances” ((s;b k%),
which give her poem a mystical quality and facilitate subtle
expressions of love and desire. Similar to the previous poem,
ambiguities of the ghazal makes it impossible to assert with
certainty whether the addressee is the Supreme Leader or not.
What is certain and significant, however, is the expression of
desire by a female poet who longs for her beloved/lover. Simi-
lar to the previous poem by Mousavai, where the female poet’s

Phttps:/farsi.khamenei.ir/
video-content?id=36795.
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lyrical persona allowed her to express her embodied desire (to
wash her body in the wetness of her beloved’s eyes, for exam-
ple) and her mobility (searching for her beloved across a vast
geographical region), here, too, Abbasi’s poetic voice speaks
of her mobility (in alleyways of love), her vision (of the sacred
light of love), her sense of smell (her lover’s fragrance), and
her sight (exchanging amorous glances with her beloved). The
poem thus conveys not only a richness of multi-sensuousness,
but also a sense of movement of the female author and the ur-
gency of her longing; these latter two elements significant in
a socio-political context in which women’s movement and de-
sires are subject to their male-guardians’ whims and restricted
to officially sanctioned boundaries.

Not only is she the speaking subject of this love poem, but the
female poet is also the author of the gaze as she literally “ex-
changes” glances with the Leader (which are well captured in
the video recording of the event). This real-life exchange is re-
iterated textually in the poem as she speaks of “exchanging am-
orous glances” between lovers. Notably, “exchanging amorous
glances” ((s;L k) was the practice of male Sufis contemplating
the Divine by gazing at the form of a beardless young boy.*
Here, the poet confirms her fidelity to the established conven-
tions of the mystical ghazal, but also authorizes herself to depart
from the normative homoerotic glances directed at an adoles-
cent boy.*! Instead, she turns her authorial gaze on her own be-
loved, the Supreme Leader. In this turn of the gaze, we can read
an implicit declaration of her superiority over the classical male
poets who turned to a worldly source (e.g., a young beardless
boy) away from the Divine. She states instead that the path of
love is not through exchanging amorous glances. Using the first
person singular voice she declares herself superior because she
is not distracted by gazing at anyone other than her beloved. In
effect, she is returning the patriarchal gaze and objectifying the
Leader who is bound by the decorum of the event to sit quietly
for those few moments when the poem is being recited. For
these few moments, at least, she is not a completely passive



recipient of the Regime’s scheming nor subject to the Supreme =~ *As Marshal McLuhan would
say, the ghazal is the message.

Leader’s “guidance.” However temporarily, she becomes a See Marshall McLuhan,

speaking subject and the instigator of a counter gaze. In this ~ Understanding Media: The
. K K i Extensions of Man (London

way, Abbasi turns the ghazal into a medium for expressions of  and New York: Routledge,

her playful fantasies, the Supreme Leader as the object of her 1964, 2001), 7-
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These expressions of desire for the Supreme Leader have an em-
bodied dimension that extends beyond the sanctioned evenings
of poetry reading. Tayebeh Abbasi is quoted in news sources as
describing the Leader as “more luminescent and kinder than I
imagined.” She goes on to express her intense desire for touch-
ing him when she sees him in a gathering that follows one of
these meetings. Abbasi states that she could not believe she was
in the same space as the Leader, “beside a Leader that [ am in
love with” (3! (s rile &S (5,8)) She repeats her “love” for the
Supreme Leader at the end of this piece as well, stating: “Take
away everything that you wish from my heart / but not the love
of my Leader (g 34 EVEN for a second.” She ponders about
seeing the Leader in person: “I said to myself, O God! How is
all this grandeur (<) gathered in addition to his Eminence’s
(61 & 2> ) flawless temperament (s, C,lo) and his cheerful spirit
(blasy sa>3,)?” She then goes on to express her intense desire
to kiss his cloak (Le):

The closer we got to the end of the session my heart would beat
faster. The session ended and I ran uncontrollably towards the
Light [the Leader]. I was two steps away from His Eminence
the Moon (ols = ,2>), but his bodyguards did not let me kiss
his cloak (L¢). ... [ remained alone, and my tears, and my tears,
and my tears.

The only thing that consoled her in those moments of uncon-
trollable crying, she says, was putting the ring that “His Emi-
nence” had gifted her on her eyes. Receiving the Leader’s per-
sonal ring referred to here is an important gesture that confers a

14
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high prestige on the female poets who receive it. ** Here, Abbasi
is not just bragging about her special status as a recipient of the
Leader’s ring; rather, she infuses the ring with libidinal signif-
icance, “somatising” her erotic longing, to use Torab’s term.*

The Erotics of Desire

In these poetry readings, the Regime rigidly controls sexuality
through sanitized language, dress code, and carefully arranged
bodies in the space of the meeting hall. The entire sessions are
set up to actively exclude sexual tension, but it is important to
note how the “sexual” is different from the “erotic” and how
theorizing the difference between the two is germane to the
process of agentive production. On the one hand, sexuality is
related to the instinctual drives, organic functions, and appe-
tites that can be gratified as they ebb and flow in accordance
with biological-psychological needs.*® The erotic, on the other
hand, is tied to desire, and desire can never be fully articulated
or satisfied. Desire is defined by the indefinite postponement
of its fulfillment, similar to the erotic, which is defined as the
perpetual deferral of consummation.’” In the poetry of female
poets participating in these events, the erotics of desire are dis-
cursively constructed as expressions of love for the Supreme
Leader, longing and yearning for physical contact with him (or
by personal objects belonging to him). The Regime’s goal in
organizing and regulating these sessions is to instrumentalize
the poetics of desire in the service of its own power. However,
the emancipatory potential of desire and the erotic exceeds the
imposed disciplinary censorship of its setting.

There is a dialectical relation between the suppression of de-
sire and the reproduction of pleasure. As the above examples
demonstrate, the female poets’ conformity to the regulatory
machinations of the Regime and Persian literary conventions
conditions the greater possibility of the production of surplus
meaning and an excess of pleasure. Their sensual venture into
the rich stock of the Persian ghazal, as well as their libidinal



investment in embodied erotic gestures, are indicative of their
agentival capacity to act in their own best interests. Their dis-
cursive erotic indulgences generate playful erotic fantasies that
may also include the desire for submission. We can theorize
this production of surplus pleasure through conformist creativ-
ity as jouissance, a position that blurs the lines dividing sub-
mission-resistance, conformity-defiance, or pain-pleasure bina-
ries.*® In this context, the denial of pleasure and the pleasure of
denial are two sides of the same coin, so to speak. This is, then,
an important instance of conformist agency not tied to a pre-de-
fined “teleology of emancipation.”® A comparison with the lib-
eratory form of agency rooted in sexuality is instructive here.

By way of contrast, consider one of Forugh Farrokhzad’s best
known poems, “I Sinned,” where she speaks frankly of an inti-
mate sexual affair. This apparently confessional poem has been
considered by many to be a brave gesture of defiance against
social and literary conventions, contributing to Farrokhzad’s
reputation as an avant-garde poet. She is called a woman “who
boldly followed the dictates of her heart, casting aside tradition-
al norms if they stifled her individuality.”* “I Sinned” begins
with these lines:

Beside a body, tremulous and dazed
I sinned, I voluptuously sinned.*!

The poet goes on to express her desire for her lover, stating that
“I want you, O mad lover of mine,” and describes their passion-
ate kissing as “passion poured from his lips into mine.” The
poem ends with these lines:

I sinned, I voluptuously sinned
in arms hot and fiery

I sinned in his arms
Iron-strong, hot, and avenging.

Many readers and translators of this poem have discerned an
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emancipatory trajectory in its “transgressive” imagery. For ex-
ample, Farzaneh Milani describes this poem as, “radical,” con-
taining “subversions of power and propriety,” not an allegor-
ical erotic poem “camouflaged by ... metaphors, symbols.”*
These assessments suggest that liberatory narratives in the
works of female authors are often made recognizable in osten-
sibly subversive acts that directly challenge oppressive patriar-
chal norms. These acts are usually expected to result in “social
mistreatment,” displacement, [and] psychological or economic
consequences for the author.** However, as I indicated at the
beginning of this essay, transgression cannot be the sole arbi-
ter of agency. This is not to deny the emancipatory potential
of transgression, but to underline its contextual and relational
nature. In fact, some feminist theorists like Judith Butler have
shown that transgression is “immanent to power,” not external
to it: “the subject who would resist such norms is itself enabled,
if not produced, by such norms.”* In other words, transgres-
sion is inevitably located within constellations of power; trans-
gression of one set of relations is conformity to another. Surely
Farrokhzad’s poem contains “violations of many codes,”* but
these violations are contingent upon the tacit acknowledgement
that the “sin” the poet is speaking of refers to her extra-mar-
ital affair with a married man. That is to say, this poem can
be transgressively liberating only in relation to specific social
codes and cultural coordinates. These assumptions invite us to
ask: Would the poem not be more subversive of compulsory
heteronormative monogamy if the female poet’s lover were a
woman? Would this poem still be radical, have literary signifi-
cance, and be so widely anthologized if the subject matter was
rape or incest? There is speculation about the psychological im-
pact of this extra marital affair on the poet,* but what was the
impact of this affair on the wife of Farrokhzad’s married lover?

Butler further argues that transgressions are not pre-discursive
constructs or inherently emancipatory, nor are the possibilities
of agency foreclosed by the constitutive constraints of power.
“The emancipatory model of agency” is surely “inspiring,”



writes Butler, but it suffers from the presumption that transgres-
sive acts make a feminist subject accessible outside of relations
of power.*” For example, in Firouzeh Dianat’s estimation, “Far-
rokhzad’s poems about her feeling and perception of society
have had revolutionary effects on women as they inspire them
to stand up and present ‘1.””* If transgression is not a pre-dis-
cursive construct and the possibility of agency is not foreclosed
by conformity to power, then what are the constraints of power
on the production of agency? In Farrokhzad’s poem, is agency
produced by her use of the first person singular? Or is it pro-
duced by the subject matter of her poem, that is, a pleasurable
sin? Should we look for the emergence of agency only where
structures of power are confronted? Is Farrokhzad’s poetry
revolutionary because it is “feminine poetry?”* Female poets
reading their sensual poems before the Supreme Leader, too,
speak in their own personal voice. They speak of love and long-
ing and desire to touch or be touched; one of them clearly tells
the Leader before reading her poem that she is offering it “in a
feminine way” as noted above. What these questions and ob-
servations tell us is that neither of these agential practices, nei-
ther transgressive agency nor conformist creativity, are outside
the impositions of power. As Butler concludes, agency “is not a
transcendental category, but a contingent and fragile possibility
opened up in the midst of constituting relations.”® Therefore,
to augment Abu-Lughod’s proposition with which I began, not
just transgression but conformity can also be used as a diagnos-
tic of power.

Concluding Remarks

The intersection and entanglements of power and erotic desire
in these annual poetry reading sessions complicates the lines
of presumed stability that distinguish transgression and confor-
mity and privilege the latter over the former. As the examples
discussed here demonstrate, transgression, conformity, as well
as emancipation and resistance are not merely products of pow-
er, they are producers of it. Via Michel Foucault, Abu-Lughod
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reminds us that power does not only work negatively by de-
nying and restricting, but also positively by “producing forms
of pleasure, systems of knowledge, goods, and discourses.”!
Therefore, the production of a feminist agency is not an event
but a complex process. The female poets in these annual eve-
nings of poetry reading are not simply subjects desired for their
poetic talent and submission, they are also desiring subjects. In
the transgressive mode of writing, agency is produced despite
imposed limitations. In the conformist model, like the female
poets reading their poetry in these annual events, it is produced
because of their conformity. The Regime’s express goal in these
poetry reading nights aims to further consolidate its normative
authority through the reproduction of the ghazal. However, it
cannot entirely control its own revisionist take due to what the
ghazal enables. Hence, the sophisticated resources of the clas-
sical Persian ghazal become particularly effective tools for fe-
male poets to voice their critique of their own circumstances
under the Islamic Republic and to express their authorial voice
and erotic desires. They rearticulate the ghazal and its tropes in
ways that conform to but also exceed the original pre-modern
context and the contemporary Regime’s normative directives,
confirming what theorists like Butler argue: that agency is “a
reiterative and rearticulatory practice.”* Herein lies the signif-
icance of female poets reading their poetry before the Supreme
Leader: their eroticized poems, gestures, even their veiled pub-
lic presence open up discursive pathways towards pleasure, cre-
ativity, and agency in ways that have remained obscured pre-
cisely because of the general tendency to romanticize resistance
and transgression.



