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Abstract 
Táhirih Qurrat al-ʿAyn (1814–1852) was the first woman in the mid-19th century in Iran who asserted her voice in the 

patriarchal society. She advocated for gender equality boldly, publicly challenged social norms, and fought for women’s 

rights. Tahirih emerged within the Bahá'í Faith and, with her powerful and impactful poetry during the time of social and 

political upheaval, dismantled traditional gender rules. This paper contextualizes and examines her influence within the 

social and political landscape of her time and examines her influence on the early feminist movement in Iran and her 

lasting impact on the discussion surrounding gender equality. The unveiling of Táhirih Qurrat al-ʿAyn represents not just 

a personal act of defiance but a significant moment in the broader struggle for women's rights, symbolizing the enduring 

quest for emancipation and equality in the face of oppression. By analyzing her writings and the historical circumstances 

that cultivated her activities, this paper seeks to reveal the complexities of Táhirih’s legacy and her significance in both 

Iranian and global feminist thought. 
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The Unveiling of the First Iranian Woman, Táhirih Qurrat al-ʿAy n, in the Mid-19th Century 

 

“A woman chaste and holy, a sign and token of surpassing beauty, a burning brand of the love of god, a lamp of his 

bestowal, was Jinab-i-Táhirih.”(Āfāqī & Jasion, 2004) 

 

Introduction 

In the 19th century of Iran and in the patriarchal society of that time, a woman emerged who could bring about significant 

change in the conditions of her society. She was not only a remarkable theologian but also confronted the patriarchal 

norms fearlessly. Fatimah Baraghani was born in Qazvin, Iran, in 1817, and later she got the title Táhirih, “The Pure One”, 

also called “Qurrat al-ʿAyn” (Solace of the Eyes) by Báha'u'lláh, who is the prophet of the Baháʼí faith. (Āfāqī & Jasion, 

2004) Afaghi and Jasion, in their book called “ Táhirih in History Perspectives on Qurratu'l-'Ayn from East and West,” 

wrote the life and history of Táhirih. They write that she was the daughter of Haji Mullah Salih, who was the clergy of his 

time, and her uncle, Mulla Taqi, was the leader of prayers in the cathedral mosque of that city; they married her to Mulla 

Mohammad, and she gave birth to three children, two sons and a daughter. 

This paper focuses on the unveiling of Táhirih during the Badasht conference, which greatly impacted Iranian history. She 

made so many contributions to the movements of her time; among all, her unveiling is the most striking and symbolic act 

of defiance. Her pivotal movement also symbolizes the revolutionary religious movement founded by the Báb. This paper 

represents Táhirih’s life, context, and implications of her unveiling as a pioneer in social transformation, particularly 

regarding the status of women in Iran and beyond. 

 

Literature Review 

The revelation during the Badasht conference is perhaps the most examined moment in Táhirih’s life. Here, scholarly 

work tends to concentrate on its symbolic resonance, especially concerning the areas of gender and modernity. One of the 

earliest Western descriptions of Táhirih’s unveiling, and the event that preceded it, is provided by Browne (1893) in A 

Year Amongst the Persians, where he uses the event to illustrate the incredible reach of the cultural and religious 

significance of the moment. Though Browne’s interpretation is constrained by his orientalist outlook, it is an important 

historical record, an account of contemporary responses to Táhirih’s actions. 

Additional analyses, such as Afary (1996) in The Iranian Constitutional Revolution, place the unveiling as a precursor to 

later movements of feminism in Iran. According to Afary, Táhirih’s action was a literal rejection of the physical veil and 

a symbolic unveiling of deep-seated patriarchal beliefs. It dovetails with feminist readings that interpret Táhirih’s 

unveiling as a revolutionary act asserting women’s agency and equality. 

Homa Katouzian (2009) characterizes the unveiling of Táhirih as an intentional and provocative confrontation with the 

Qajar tradition that enacted a dynamic of modernity vs. tradition. She proposes that her action represented the 

transformative ideals of the Bábí movement, while also presaging sweeping societal changes on Iran’s path to modernity. 

Abbas Amanat, in his work “Resurrection and Renewal: The Making of the Babi Movement in Iran, 1844–1850”, deals 

with the incident of unveiling which took place in the Conference of Badasht. It is said that, perhaps, this was the earliest 

instance of self-imposed unveiling by an Iranian woman, this being alien to the Islamic context and culture and further 

marking a watershed in history. Táhirih’s unveiling was such a loud statement that it was understood as the one call to the 

pursuit of the complete disassociation from everything Islamic; it generated confusion and contention among many 

participants in the conference. This act is considered one of the turning points in the history of Iran as it ushered in the 

silent revolution  – the emancipation of women in this part of the world. (Amanat, 1989) 

 

Peter Smith, in his Concise Encyclopedia of the Bahá'í Faith, recalls the circumstances at the Conference of Badasht, 

recalling that certain believers openly detached themselves from Islamic norms. He observes that this was done either to 

“gratify their lusts and desires” or as an act calculated to deliberately announce the new day.  Such an interpretation makes 

it possible to understand that although the unveiling was an important gesture from Tahirih, she was not the only one who 

behaved in such a manner among some of the Babis who turned critical during that period. It has been Smith who explains 

the insights and the interrelationships of the Bábí community during this important period and the reasons and sources of 

their divergence. (Smith, 1987) 

In her first diplomatic service, she served in Iran, where his efforts resulted in the first in-depth study of this important 

figure, who was critical to both Islamic and feminist historicism. This answer here reflects the same point: Minasian states, 

“The variety of literature on Táhirih points to her as a revolutionary personality whose actions and ideas transcended the 

limits of her space. Interpretations of her unveiling differ, but each one still stands as a powerful gesture of resistance in 

the face of oppression and a testament to the power of individual courage to change the world, one image at a time. 

 

Methodology 

Other sources draw on a combination of historical, textual, and sociolinguistic approaches to explore the significance of 

unveiling Táhirih Qurrat al-ʿAyn in the baháʾí context. The dataset used allows it to shed light on the life of Táhirih, the 

milieu in which she revealed herself, and the impact that had on 19th-century Iranian society and beyond. Using a 

qualitative research approach, the study examines the artistic, cultural, and feminist aspects related to her actions. This 

analytical, descriptive study is intended to explore the issue of the unveiling of Táhirih in detail. This is a descriptive, 

analytical study that seeks to examine where (in the broader narrative of history) one would place this. The research is 

centered on three areas of importance: 
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1. Contextual/historical/cultural understanding of mid-19th-century Iran. 

2. Táhirih’s actions and writings as a Bábí leader. 

3. The broader impact of her unveiling on feminist and religious movements. 

 

Gap 

While many recognize Táhirih’s unveiling as a feminist and sociopolitical statement, much less emphasis has been placed 

on her arguments and reconstructions of Islam to make it compatible with female self-emancipation. This gap assists in 

creating a bias that overlooks the potential of religion as a source of feminist ideology, as well as how Táhirih, through 

her religious perspective, confronted and contested male-dominated cultural norms within the Bábí movement and more 

widely within Islam. This would, in turn, facilitate a better understanding of how religious ideologies can be employed to 

promote social change. 

 

Theory 

An account, theoretical somehow, of what might have meant the apparition of Táhirih Qurrat al-ʿAyn. This framework 

permits discussion of her actions and legacy within the context of gender, religion, and social change. This paper identifies 

feminist theory as a direct and necessary lens through which to examine the societal tensions surrounding the unveiling 

of the eclectic poet, alongside the image-making of Táhirih, an act often described as a radical rejection of patriarchal 

mores. It examines the power relations and structures of oppression that produce gender relations, with a focus on Judith 

Butler's (1990) performative theory of identity introduced in Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 

which challenged essentialist approaches to thinking about both identity and gender. (Butler, 1990) Her theory suggests 

that identity, especially gender identity, is not present but rather constructed through repetition of performance in social 

and cultural spheres. 

 

Results 

The Symbolism of Táhirih’s Unveiling as Resistance 

Transcending Gender Roles: Táhirih’s act of unveiling represented a powerful rejection of the patriarchal standards that 

dictated how women should dress and behave in Qajar-period Iran. She was breaking a mold, indeed, as removing her 

veil in a public assembly was a challenge in itself to the archaic cultural expectations of decency and female invisibility 

that dominate in her culture. 

Unveiling as Assertion of Agency: Her unveiling was more than a symbolic act; it was a declaration of autonomy. It 

signaled her as one of the first Iranian women who claimed public space and engaged in sociopolitical discourse as an 

equal. 

 

Historical Context and Impact 

Religious Context: Táhirih’s actions were grounded in the theological teachings of the Bábí movement. Her decrypting 

was considered a new setting of the religious and societal reforms proposed by the Báb. Even though it was pulled back 

during her time, she managed to inspire other women with such ideas. 

 

Gender, Religion, and Society 

The intersection of Feminism and Faith: Táhirih’s unveiling illustrated how feminist ideals might arise amidst regimes of 

faith. By acting like this, she argues, the while calls for gender equality are compatible with spiritual renewal, overturning 

the idea that feminism is secular or un-Western. 

 

Moral Outrage 

See Feminism Reconsidered: Gender and Social Politics in the Modern Middle East, Resistance to Patriarchy. It was her 

unveiling that highlighted the rift between the progressive ideals of the Bábí faith and the conservative norms of Qajar 

Iran, which resulted in her persecution and martyrdom. 

 

Legacy and Influence 

Icon for Feminist Movements: Táhirih served as a symbol of defiance and empowerment for Iranian women and 

international feminist movements. Her tale is cited as a touchstone for the fight for women’s rights and autonomy in 

Islamic societies. 

The Social Impact on Contemporary Feminism: Her revelations preceded subsequent generations of feminist movements 

in Iran, specifically in the Constitutional Revolution (1905–1911) and the women’s rights movements of the 20th century. 

 

Literary and Theological Contributions 

Poetic Legacy: The mystical and symbolic language of Táhirih’s poetry helped to cement her ideological position on 

gender equality and spiritual renewal. Her verses are still studied as potent manifestations of resistance and hope. 

Theological Innovation: By reinterpreting religious texts to argue for women’s emancipation, she shows her intellectual 

rigor and her position within the Bábí community. 

 

Societal Reactions 

Arrest and Execution: The costume outraged conservative segments of society, resulting in her arrest and execution. Her 

behavior was interpreted as a danger to the social system, which underlined the degree of ingrained gender roles. 
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Support from Progressive Circles: For Bábí followers and some progressive intellectuals, Táhirih’s unveiling was seen 

as a courageous and even essential act to challenge the stagnation of society. 

 

Comparative Analysis 

Global Context: Táhirih’s unveiling is occurring alongside other feminist movements around the world, such as the 

suffrage movement in the West, but is distinctive because of its association with religious reform. 

Cultural Context: The actions shed light on the need to understand feminist movements within their specific cultural and 

historical contexts, steering clear of reductive approaches with Western paradigms. 

 

Conclusion 

The findings of this study highlight Táhirih Qurrat al-ʿAyn’s significant status as a revolutionary figure in 19th-century 

Iran. Her revelation became not only a private act of rebellion but a point of social and religious transformation. The 

unveiling of Táhirih Qurrat al-‘Ayn in the middle of the 19th century is said to have great significance, as it is said to have 

changed the course of Iranian history and had an impact on the global struggle for equality and reform. Removing the veil, 

which had become a well-accepted form of male dominance, had the ideology that this act would be constructive in lifting 

not only the Bábí faith but also the struggle for women’s rights in Iran and in the world. Her unveiling was not simply a 

singular sign of defiance, but rather it was a well-thought-out tactic that she intended to use, based on her intellectual and 

theological beliefs. By unveiling herself, she signified her conviction to outlaw the practices that sought to hush women 

within society, thereby announcing new changes that fostered fairness for everyone regardless of their gender. 

 

It has to be kept in mind that this effort was to be regarded for its comprehensiveness. Also, it went a long way to the 

integration of men and women with different functions and equal respect in society as well. Qatari Iran was a society 

characterized by strict observance of women’s roles and rigid orthodoxy concerning religion. The audacity of Sir Dole in 

creating and unveiling this image publicly went further to topple those norms. It showed the contradictions within the 

existing religious and social systems that were limiting women. She had taken the unveiling as primacy in almost all 

structural changes she anticipated. It was also a universal statement emphasizing fully her femininity and uniqueness and 

her right to be herself while calling for change within society. She had endorsed the progressive thoughts of the Báb, and 

this energy filled her as well. 

Despite the resistance she faced from everyone back at home, including her own family, her legacy remains a figure of 

courage and progress, fuelling debate about gender, religion, and modernity. This exploration reaffirms Táhirih’s 

historical significance as a pioneer of women’s rights and an emblem of spiritual and societal transformation. 
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