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For Iran’s women, ‘the cat’s out of the bag’
Gareth Smyth

London

I

t is a common belief outside
Iran that a modernisation of
women’s lives under the shah
was reversed by the 1979 Islamic Revolution. Djavad Salehi-Isfahani says, however, this distorts a reality he has analysed in a
series of academic papers on family
planning and women’s education.
“Family planning was unsuccessful under the shah because people
were conservative — men thought
women practising family planning
were preparing to be unfaithful,”
said Salehi-Isfahani, professor of
economics at Virginia Tech and
visiting scholar at the Harvard Kennedy School.
“It took an Islamic government
to convince conservative families
to stop thinking that way. Women
wanted to go to school, to have
fewer children. So, when the Islamic government took their side, they
were empowered,” Salehi-Isfahani
said.
In 1979, the average Iranian family lived in a rural area with no running water and often (60%) no electricity. The couple could neither
read nor write and the wife gave
birth seven times.
Today, the average family is urban. Husband and wife have eight
years’ education each and two children. Women outnumber men in
public universities.
Essentially, the practices of
rich families under the shah have
spread in what Salehi-Isfahani has
called “a much more subdued form
of modernisation than the loud display of Westernisation that upper
class Iranians represent.”
State-sponsored family planning
was only part of the explanation,
said Salehi-Isfahani.
“The programme came in 1989
but fertility was declining by the
mid-1980s. It had gone up at the
time of the revolution and the
(1980-88 Iraq) war because it
seemed like a good time to have
children early,” he said. “It then
declined partly to compensate for
higher earlier fertility but also because of family planning policies.

Irreversible trends. Women take selfies outdoors at the Tochal mountainous area in northern Tehran.
The biggest decline in fertility came
in the 1990s.”
Such changes are usual as societies develop but Salehi-Isfahani has
correlated data showing how wider
government policies after 1979 encouraged the process.
In a paper, “Family Planning
and Female Empowerment in
Iran,” Salehi-Isfahani examined
the extension of education to rural women. Using census returns
from 10,000 villages, he calculated
that 20% of the decline in fertility
resulted directly from encouragement of family planning but that
there was an even clearer correlation with female literacy.
“The world’s a strange place and
an ayatollah can liberate women!”
he said. “It isn’t always having
someone like (Afghan President)
Ashraf Ghani come from the World
Bank (he was previously a senior official) to liberate a country.”
The consequences are uncomfortable for Iran’s governments.
Those born in the 1979-85 period

were, by the early 21st century,
entering a labour market in which
over-reliance on oil revenue was
not producing enough jobs.
The number of people 15-29 years
old increased 4% a year from 200611, with most still living with their
parents.

The life of a woman
in a traditional
society is not
pleasant.

”

Salehi-Isfahani,
professor of economics at
Virginia Tech
Conservatives began to question women’s increased access to
education and public roles. Iranian
President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
(2005-13) introduced incentives for
having children and soft loans to
encourage earlier marriage.
In 2013, Supreme Leader Ayatol-

lah Ali Khamenei warned that Iran
risked becoming a country of the
elderly, with smaller families “an
imitation of Western life.” In 2015,
parliament voted to end financial
support for contraception and vasectomies.
Several arguments were used
— that a rising population would
boost the economy and make Iran
stronger militarily — but SalehiIsfahani said he found them unconvincing and instead detected a
conservative backlash to women’s
progress.
“Large poor countries have little
power, like Bangladesh,” he said.
“Rather, per capita income gives
power. Modern warfare is highly
capital intensive.”
Neither is population growth
likely to benefit the economy. In
“The Iranian Family in Transition,”
a paper recently published in Inside
the Islamic Republic, Salehi-Isfahani writes: “Fertility decline… is an
essential contributor to economic
development because it enables
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societies to increase their investments in human capital…
“While increasing the size of the
population may seem to raise Iran’s
stature in the region, it reduces
the country’s ability to grow economically, thus undermining its
ambition to become a key regional
power.”
In any case, said Salehi-Isfahani,
it would be unlikely the government could reverse existing trends.
“New data in the 2016 census show
that population growth continues
to fall… Iran’s population will increase at 1.3-1.8% a year and perhaps reach 100 million,” he said.
This is well below the 150 million
envisaged by Khamenei. “World experience suggests that once women
discover the modern life, they don’t
want to go back,” said Salehi-Isfahani.
“The cat’s out of the bag. The life
of a woman in a traditional society
is not pleasant — when she’s more
educated and knows her rights, she
can stand up to a man better.”

Syrians finding refuge
in sub-Saharan Africa
Jordi Perdigo

Accra, Ghana

A

s desperate Syrians flee
the devastating war in
their country, some are
finding refuge in subSaharan Africa, includ-

ing Ghana.
One imam from Aleppo, Abdul
Ghani Bandenjki, first visited Ghana in 2006 after being invited to officiate at prayers during Ramadan.
When fighting broke out in Syria
five years later, Bandenjki decided
to return to the West African country more than 4,800km away.

An estimated 300
Syrians are in
Somalia’s breakaway
northern territory of
Somaliland.
Now the 42-year-old tutors
Quranic students outside Accra.
What was once a temporary solution for his family has started to
look permanent, though adjusting
has not been easy.
“We just want the war to end so
that one day we can go back to our
country,” Bandenjki said in Arabic.
As millions fled Syria, his brothers and sisters left for nearby Tur-

key and Lebanon. Other family
members scattered across Europe.
His father, however, refused to
leave and Bandenjki said his mother died of grief three days after a
bomb destroyed their home.
Bandenjki’s journey with his
wife and four children has been the
longest. He said he stays in touch
with his surviving relations as best
as he can.
As more of his countrymen arrived in Ghana, often bewildered,
he was asked to become the Syrian
refugee community’s liaison with
the local government. There are
no firm statistics on the number
of Syrians in Ghana but Bandenjki
said the figure is close to 1,000.
And it is not just Ghana. Fleeing
Syrians have found refuge in pockets across sub-Saharan Africa, even
as far away as South Africa. An estimated 300 are in Somalia’s relatively peaceful breakaway northern territory of Somaliland.
In contrast to the millions living
in camps in Syria’s overwhelmed
neighbours, the Syrians here find
themselves relatively free.
“I think what makes Ghana different is the fact that we have a
very generous asylum policy,” said
Tetteh Padi, programme coordinator for the Ghana Refugee Board.
“They are free to move about. They
can go out, look for work. I know
for a fact that is not the case in
other countries. In some countries,

Very far from home. Abdul Ghani Bandenjki sits outside of the school where he teaches in Tema in
Ghana, on March 18.
refugees are not even allowed to
leave the refugee camps.”
More than 130 Syrians have been
granted refugee status, Padi said,
and other requests for asylum are
being considered.
Ghana’s government has not provided food or lodging assistance
but provides help where it can,
Padi said. “The state is providing
them with security, the state is protecting them. We’re issuing them
with documentation, which is

very critical.”
Ghana feels like a second home
for Bandenjki and he calls the
country beautiful. However, he
wishes more could be done to help
others fleeing Syria’s devastation.
Many refugees are far worse off financially than he is, he says.
The lack of support and work
opportunities in Ghana, plus the
high cost of living, drives many
Syrians to pursue a move to developed countries in North America
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or Europe.
“Ghana is not really ready to host
refugees,” Bandenjki says.
His 17-year-old son, Mohammed,
adapted quickly to life in Ghana
and is studying hard at school. He
learnt English in about five months,
the teen said.
Of his family’s fate, Bandenjki
said simply: “We are patient until
God finds us a solution.”
(The Associated Press)

