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Introduction

Twenty-six years ago in Iran, Islamic fundamentalists captured their first state. They turned it into a theocratic dictatorship and used its resources to fund terror abroad and pursue weapons of mass destruction. Since then, violence, expansionism, and terror have become hallmarks of Islamic fundamentalism. 
To defeat the world’s leading state sponsor of terror, one must understand what keeps them it power. Insight into the role of misogyny ‑ hatred of women ‑ in the tyranny's ideology and its tactics of social control is the key to ending the reign of terror.
The Ideology and State of Islamic Fundamentalism
Islamic fundamentalism in Iran is a political movement. It is not just a conservative form of Islam. It is a pathological ideology and totalitarian political system. 
The ruling clerics energize their followers by preaching hatred of their chosen enemies: the liberal west, women, moderate, liberal or secular Muslims, and non-Muslim religious groups, particularly Jews. One of the reasons they hate liberal culture and democracy is because women are allowed to dress, travel, and speak, freely. They believe that women’s freedom and equality are what has corrupted western culture.
In Iran, the clerics’ version of sharia law imposes a crushing system of gender apartheid on Iranians based on the premise that women are physically, psychologically, intellectually, and morally inferior to men. 
Ideology in Practice
In Iran, terror begins at home. The clerics put their ideology into practice some of the most oppressive and barbaric ways the world has seen in recent times. The first victims were women and girls.
Misogynist views and laws reinforced and empowered men’s oldest sexist prejudices and anxieties. Men’s frustrations with life, their insecurities, even their sexual feelings are projected onto women. Suppressing women became the solution to men and society’s failures. Men’s anger is aimed at wives, sisters, and daughters. Women became targets for sadists. Vigilante squads roam the streets and spy on private parties looking for women violating the dress code or talking to male friends. Blaming the victim gave men freedom to commit acts of violence against women and girls.

The clerics made laws on how to control, punish, torture, and kill women and girls. Misogyny and violence against women were institutionalized.
Given that mothers and future mothers are the scapegoats of the clerics’ pathology, there are biological limits to what the clerics can do to them. They can’t exterminate them all or put them in gulags as previous dictators have done to political, ethnic, and class enemies. Instead, they perpetually torment and terrorize the female population.

Women and girls in Iran suffer from physical and psychological effects of the restrictions and harassment. Women and girls have numerous health problems related to their limited physical activity and inadequate, segregated health care system. The suicide rate among girls is among the highest in the world.

The Iranian clerics have shown that sexual exploitation is a complement to sexual repression. Widows from the Iran Iraq war who asked for assistance became victims of clerics’ sexual exploitation. Temporary marriages which allow a man to marry a woman or girl for only one hour came back into practice to legitimize prostitution. Sex trafficking, slavery, and prostitution are escalating problems in Iran. Government officials are frequently involved in running the sex slavery rings. 

Teenage girls have been executed by hanging or sentenced to flogging and death by stoning for “crimes contrary to chastity” and giving birth to an “illegitimate” child. In each case, the girls were victims of multiple forms of sexual exploitation and abuse: incest, rape, prostitution, temporary marriage, sexual abuse in prison, and being sold to a pimp. Officials are frequently corrupt, even complicit in crimes, and arrests, convictions, and punishments are often arbitrary, as well as heinously unjust and cruel. 

Last year, the world was shocked by the hanging of a 16 year old girl, Atefeh Rajabi, for “acts incompatible with chastity.” The judge accused her of prostitution. There were rumours that the judge himself wanted her for a temporary marriage, but she refused. She had previously been in jail for misconduct and she told her friends that while there she had been abused. This is a classic case of how Islamic fundamentalism criminalizes the victim of sexual abuse. Ms. Rajabi sealed her fate by being outspoken and defiant. She talked back to the judge in court and pulled off her headscarf in a fit of anger and frustration. The judge took her behaviour personally and was the one to put the noose around her neck. He said the real reason he was executing her was for her “sharp tongue.” The judge sent a chilling message to all the teenage girls in this town about the cost of speaking truth to power.
Stonings and hangings are frequently carried out in public to terrorize the rest of the population. Public executions are one of the ways the clerics maintain social and political control in Iran. It is well known that many of those executed in public are democracy activists or those who have challenged the authority of an official.
Defeat Misogyny to Defeat Terror
The misogyny of Islamic fundamentalism is not ancillary to the Iranian regime’s grip on power in Iran or their global sponsorship of terror. Misogyny is at the heart of their ideology and is the framework of their state structure and authority. Undermining their misogyny by empowering women will help bring down the Iranian regime. 
To support the women and girls of Iran and support the democracy movement in Iran, we should:
1) Place the freedom of women and girls at the top of the agenda for dealing with Iran. Equate the dismantling of misogyny to destroying the structure and power of the theocratic state.
2) Voice support for women and their freedom and equality in policy statements on Iran. Speak publicly and directly to Iranian women about their plight under Islamic fundamentalism and their hopes for freedom, equality, and democracy. 
3) Fund communications technology and broadcasts that focus on women’s freedom. 
4) Hold Congressional hearings on Islamic fundamentalism and women in Iran. Invite testimony from survivors of the Iranian regime’s prisons and democracy activists on how to advance women’s freedom and equality. 
5) Engage and support opposition groups committed to women’s freedom and equality. 
A policy of defeating misogyny and supporting freedom and equality for women in Iran will complement other policies aimed at defeating terror and stopping the development of nuclear weapons. 

Supporting a policy of freedom for women in Iran will send a powerful message to democracy activists in Iran. It will convey to those struggling to survive that we really understand the fundamentalists, their mindset, and tactics of control. It will empower activists in their efforts to overthrow the Iranian regime. 
Women, Freedom, Democracy and Foreign Policy
Equality for women is on every list of changes needed to modernize and democratize countries in the Middle East. Yet, it is always assumed to be a lagging issue that can or must wait until other more significant changes are made. In fact, there is tremendous transformative power in advancing women’s freedom and equality. It challenges all the backward ideologies, practices, and state and social structures that need to evolve in the Middle East.
The calls for more freedom for women need to be operationalized into policies, strategies, and programs that address specific barriers to freedom and advancement in each country. Women’s freedom should be placed on the table at diplomatic meetings and linked to foreign policy. Engagement and support of advocates for equality for women should receive the highest priority on the democracy movement’s agenda. Assisting women gain freedom and equality can be the solution to major problems facing the world today.
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