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Original Article

Abstract

Background and aim: Religious reformism has played a significant role in transforming perspectives toward
women and expanding opportunities for their political and social participation in post-Islamic Revolution
Iranian society through revisiting religious texts and reinterpreting traditional teachings. As a contemporary
discourse challenging official and traditional understandings of religion, it has sought to redefine the relationship
between religion and social power by reexamining key concepts of Sharia. Within this framework, women’s
political empowerment is understood not as an independent discourse but as a sub-discourse of religious
reformism. Therefore, this study analyzes religious reformist discourse and explains how it reinterprets or
departs semantically from traditional discourse.

Data and method: Drawing on Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory, this article examines women-related
issues in the thought of three religious reformist intellectuals: Seyed Mostafa Mohageq Damad, Hasan Yousefi
Eshkevari, and Mohsen Kadivar.

Findings: The findings indicate that all three thinkers, by emphasizing concepts such as justice, rationality, and
human dignity, seek to construct a new discourse in which women'’s political empowerment becomes possible
not through opposition to religion, but through the reinterpretation of religion.

Conclusion: Women'’s political empowerment within the discourse of religious reformism is not the outcome of
theoretical consensus; rather, it emerges from an ongoing discursive struggle with the traditional jurisprudential
discourse. Although this discourse has succeeded in moving the meaning of women beyond mere subordination
and redefining women as rights-bearing subjects, it still remains constrained by jurisprudential boundaries in
certain respects and has been unable to fully transform this redefinition into a political and institutional project.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: This study examines the discursive struggle over the meaning of women'’s political
position in post-revolutionary Iran, focusing on religious reformism as a key alternative discourse.
Following the 1979 Islamic Revolution, multiple competing discourses have emerged to define
religion, power, and society, among which religious reformism seeks to reinterpret religious concepts
in response to modern social demands. Religious reformism aims to maintain a connection with
religious texts while offering new interpretations of justice, freedom, and human dignity, particularly
regarding women’s social and political roles. Unlike traditional jurisprudential discourse, which
emphasizes male guardianship, gender essentialism, and restriction of women’s political participation,
reformist discourse attempts to redefine women as rights-bearing political actors through
reinterpretation of religious concepts.

The study argues that the issue is not simply about differing opinions of thinkers, but rather a
discursive struggle over meaning. It analyzes the works of Seyed Mostafa Mohaghegh Damad, Hasan
Yousefi Eshkevari, and Mohsen Kadivar to show how religious reformism reconstructs the concept of
women’s political empowerment within a broader conflict of discourses.

The main research question explores how women'’s political empowerment is articulated within
religious reformist discourse, alongside sub-questions addressing nodal points, floating signifiers, and
the relationship between competing discourses.

Methods and Data: This study is grounded in Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory.
Accordingly, the texts of religious reformist thinkers are treated not merely as collections of
viewpoints, but as discursive interventions confronting the traditional jurisprudential
discourse. In this study, analysis moves beyond the descriptive level of propositions and
concentrates on concepts such as nodal points, floating signifiers, antagonism, othering, and
hegemony in order to demonstrate how religious reformism seeks to redefine the relationship
between religion, women, and political power.

Findings: In Mohaqeq Damad’s discourse, the “Islamic woman” is identified as the nodal
point. Based on the textual evidence presented above, concepts such as equality between
women and men and the adaptability of religious rulings to contemporary social conditions in
areas including marriage, divorce, employment, and education indicate that the propositions
within Mohaqeq Damad’s discourse can be articulated as follows: Floating signifiers: equality,
standing alongside men, freedom Empty signifiers: fixed and absolute rulings The analysis
demonstrates that Mohaqeq Damad, through reinterpretation of religion and Shi‘i ijtihad,
emphasizes the adaptability of religious rulings and a conception of justice grounded in
reason and changing social conditions. Extra-textual and intertextual propositions likewise
suggest his effort to minimize the role of imposed religious constraints on women and
strengthen legal equality. Accordingly, issues such as hijab, employment, and women’s
participation in society are positioned not as absolute restrictions, but rather as flexible
propositions articulated within the framework of the nodal point (Mohageq Damad, 2009;
2023).
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In Kadivar’s discourse, the “Iranian Muslim woman” functions as the nodal point. The floating
signifiers include equality with men, equal rights, and equal obligations, while the empty signifier is
represented by fixed and absolute rights. By emphasizing the legal and human equality of women and
men and rejecting essentialist notions of innate differences, Kadivar rearticulates these floating
signifiers within both textual and social contexts. Intertextual and extra-textual analysis indicates that
Kadivar considers women'’s political and social rights to be among the fundamental principles of the
discourse of religious reformism. Furthermore, he employs concepts such as egalitarian justice and
equal rights as articulatory mechanisms through which his discourse is structured and stabilized
(Kadivar, 2011: 20-27).

In Eshkevari’s discourse, the nodal point is articulated as the “woman-human” subject. The floating
signifiers include human rights, the necessity of equality, freedom, and justice, while the empty
signifier is the prioritization of duty over rights. Based on textual and intertextual analysis, Eshkevari
emphasizes human rights and the equality of women and men within the framework of religion as a
social institution. Extra-textual propositions indicate that he advocates a reinterpretation of Qur’anic
rulings and the practice of ijtihad in order to secure equal rights and individual freedoms for women,
while opposing coercion and imposed religious practices. This articulation analysis clarifies
Eshkevari’s discursive position as a religious reformist committed to democracy and women’s
rights (Eshkevari, 2023).

Conclusion and Discussion: Women’s political empowerment within the discourse of
religious reformism is articulated through a network of signifiers and counter-signifiers, at
the center of which stands the “Iranian Muslim woman” as the nodal point. This signifier
acquires meaning in opposition to signifiers embedded within traditional discourse—such as
the “obedient woman,” the “domestic woman,” “submission to male authority,” and “male
guardianship”. Within this discourse, political empowerment is understood not as women’s
symbolic participation in politics, but rather as the redefinition of women’s identity as
political, rational, and rights-bearing subjects. The articulation of this meaning occurs through
the linkage between the nodal point (the Iranian Muslim woman) and a set of floating
signifiers, each representing a particular dimension of empowerment. Signifiers such as
freedom, independence, agency and choice, public presence, education, employment, equality,
justice, and rationality collectively construct a discourse in which the Muslim woman is
understood not as an object of power, but as a discursive subject and active agent within
political and social life. From the perspective of religious reformism, women’s political
empowerment becomes possible through religious reinterpretation and the de-ideologization
of Sharia. In other words, traditional legitimization of male domination and gender
discrimination is challenged through appeals to reason, justice, and humanity. At the
discursive level, women’s political empowerment is articulated through three principal
dimensions: first, redefining women as legal and political subjects (in contrast to
representations of women as subordinate or incapable within traditional discourse); second,
emphasizing the rational and moral equality of women and men within legal and social
structures; and third, creating distance from religious-political authority and delegitimizing
patriarchal ideologies. Accordingly, empowerment in this discourse is not the product of
granting participation, but rather the outcome of transforming the meaning and position of
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women within the discursive network of religion and politics—where women move from
being the object of religious interpretation to becoming active subjects in the reinterpretation
of religion. Based on this framework, the discourse analysis of religious reformist thinkers
demonstrates that the nodal point is defined through an emphasis on both humanity and
feminine identity. In Mohageq Damad’s discourse, the “Islamic woman” is articulated in
opposition to duty-centered interpretations and rigid readings of Sharia; in Kadivar’s
discourse, the “Iranian Muslim woman” emerges in opposition to the traditional image of
women; and in Yousefi Eshkevari’'s discourse, the “woman-human” subject is articulated in
opposition to guardianship and male authority. By integrating these signifying structures, the
“Iranian Muslim woman” can be identified as the overarching nodal point of the discourse of
religious reformism—a signifier that provides the legal and social foundation of this
intellectual current. In addition, floating signifiers constitute associated concepts articulated
around the nodal point and demonstrate the flexibility of the discourse. In Mohageq Damad’s
discourse these include equality, standing alongside men, and freedom; in Kadivar’s
discourse, similarity to men, equal rights, and equal obligations; and in Yousefi Eshkevari’s
discourse, equal rights, the necessity of equality, freedom, and justice.

Table 1. Power and Ideology in Religious Reformist Discourse and Traditional Discourse

c . Traditional Discourse Religious Reformist Discourse
omponen
Reinforces a patriarchal order and . . . .
restricts worIr)len’s roles; provides Viewed as a social and ideological construct;
p religious legitimation ’for such open to critique; resists and challenges
ower limitations dominant forms of domination
Absolutist perspective; biological _ _ o o
differences between men and Reinterpretation of religious texts emphasizing
Ideology women are considered inherentand | justice and equal “,ghts for men and women;
justify inequality supports women's active participation in
society
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