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Elhum Shakerifar

Visual Representations of Iranian Transgenders

Transsexuality in Iran has gained much attention and media coverage in the past few
years, particularly in its questionable depiction as a permitted loophole for
homosexuality, which is prohibited under Iran’s Islamic-inspired legal system. Of course,
attention in the West is also encouraged by the “shock” that sex change is available in
Iran, a country that Western media and society delights in portraying as monolithically
repressive. As a result, Iranian filmmakers inevitably have their own agendas, which
are unsurprisingly brought into the film making process—from a desire to sell a product
that will appeal to the Western market, to films that endorse specific socio-political
agendas. This paper is an attempt to situate sex change and representations of sex
change in Iran within a wider theoretical framework than the frequently reiterated
conflation with homosexuality, and to open and engage with a wider debate concerning
transsexuality in Iran, as well as to specifically analyze the representation of
transexuality, in view of its current prominent presence in media.

I first became interested in the idea of transsexuality in Iran because I thought the
perspective of transgendered individuals would be enlightening with regard to
gender roles in Iran. As the prominent scholar Marjorie Garber noted: “it is to trans-
sexuals and transvestites that we must look if we want to understand what gender
categories mean.”1 Whilst the present paper focuses on Iranian understandings of
the notion, I feel that the discussion of these understandings has broader relevance,
and can help inform a wider understanding of gender dynamics in Muslim and
non-Muslim cultures or in Iran and elsewhere.
I undertook several months of fieldwork in Tehran as well as in the USA amongst

members of the Iranian diaspora community, and made a short film about what it
means to be a transgender, with some specific reference to the Iranian situation in
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1Bernice L. Hausman, Changing Sex, Transsexualism, Technology and the Idea of Gender (Durham,
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2006. The present paper is based on the experiences of making the film, on the contact I
have had with a number of transgenders in Iran, as well as withDrMir Jalali, the leading
sex change surgeon in Iran, who runs the Mirdamad surgery with his team, and finally
on the feedback and debate that I have been engaged in as a result of presenting my film
and related papers at a variety of anthropological conferences internationally.
My aim is to discuss the realities of Iranian transgenders as I have come to under-

stand them, with specific reference to the idea of representation, inherent in the
re-creation of physical and mental status that accompanies becoming transgendered.
This will enable me to discuss some of the representations of the phenomenon of trans-
sexuality in Iran, which have found distorted coverage outside the country in past years.

Gender Specifics in the Case of Iranian Transgenders

It is with the notion of transsexuality as a transition from one sex to the other that I
first embarked on my research. Non-transgendered people such as myself often ask
why someone would change sex. Such a question betrays an understanding of sex
change tied up with a purely sexual interpretation and, therefore, envisaged in
terms of an experience of the other sex. Transsexuality should not be understood as
a change from one sex to the other, but rather of “fixing” sex so that it matches
that which the mind identifies with. In this sense, it is erroneous to believe that a
transsexual will have experienced being a man as well as being a woman. In fact, as
well as being a physical change, it is the perception that others have of that person
that undergoes a significant change.
As a transgender who had recently undergone surgery, 22-year-old FTM (female-

to-male) B. was well versed in explanatory discourse concerning his status. Illustrat-
ing the prevalence of such an erroneous belief amongst others, B. often reiterated the
notion that his brain had always been male and when he was able to change his
female genitalia, it was simply reconciling his body with his mind. There is, therefore,
only a partial instance of experiencing both genders. As B.’s experiences illustrates, he
knows how women are treated in Iran because he spent four years being seen as one
by all other individuals in society. However, he is incapable of explaining how
women “feel,” for he never felt he was one.
Transgenders have a high medical awareness of their own situation. The demand

for surgery is considered to be the first symptom of transsexualism2—it “has been
said to be the only major surgical procedure carried out in response to the unremitting

2This can be contested as an interesting parallel can be drawn between the transgender patient and the
wannabe, or self-demanded amputee, individuals that the medical profession has difficulty accepting. The
similarity lies in the fact that in both cases, it is the patient who convinces the doctor of the need for
surgery, not the other way around. For wannabes, the failure to demonstrate that their bodies need
surgery is also a demonstration that they are not deemed “sane.” The difference with a transsexual is,
as psychiatrist Richard L. Bruno notes, “the notion that a wannabe is a ‘disabled person trapped in a
non-disabled body’ is difficult to justify, there being no ‘naturally occurring’ state of disability that
would correspond to the two naturally-occurring genders.” See N. Sullivan, “The Role of Medicine in
the (Trans) Formation of ‘Wrong’ Bodies,” Body and Society, 14, no. 1 (2008): 111.
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demands of the patient.”3 Trans-theory scholar Bernice Hausman underlines the
importance of this factor within the construct of identity as a transsexual: “it is the
mechanism through which transsexuals come to identify themselves under the sign
of transsexualism and construct themselves as subjects,” and, moreover, it also
distinguishes them from homosexuals and transvestites, who have no medical basis.4

Following this thread, and central to Hausman’s argument, is the technological
element implicit in transsexuality. She argues the importance of the technological
aspect by stating that: “after all, representing oneself as the other sex, expressing a
desire to be the other sex, or even stating a belief that one is the other sex, are not
the same as demanding to be made into the other sex.”5

Some Islamic legal scholars have judged that trans-sexuality should be acceptable
and, following a fatwa issued by Ayatollah Khomeini in the 1980s, transsexuality is
a legal and religiously accepted practice in Iran (as I will discuss further below).
However, it is unthinkable for a man to dress as a woman if he is not one; moreover,
homosexuality is outlawed and considered a sin, so it is important that transgenders
are allowed to embody the sex with which they identify, rather than to believe that
they are sinners, if they are living in the “wrong body.”
Notions of homosexuality and transsexuality are often conflated in Western as well

as Iranian societies—the frequent amalgamation of sexual orientations and gender
attributes under the banner of Lesbian Gay Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) com-
munities is one prevalent illustration of this. But note must be made of the fact that
homosexuality is a matter of sexual orientation—different to embodied sex and
gender.
Whilst sex is the physical reality and attribute, gender is a role associated with one’s

sex, and “transsexuals, in this scenario, demand sex change in order to achieve a pos-
ition as an authentic gender.”6 The transgendered individual’s gender never goes
through any changes. However, to theorize that sex change is only a social requisite
would be to overlook the individual’s need to embody the correct sex, and underesti-
mate the degree to which our society is regulated by external appearances. This is
evident in the Iranian scenario due to the importance of the new gender status
acquired by someone having undergone a sex change operation. I would further
argue that the sexual segregation that is necessary to maintain the family structure,
as it can be interpreted from religious texts and that is maintained in the Islamic
Republic, contribute very strongly to the identification with one gender role or the
other. This is because gender-specific behavior in a country with strictly enforced
sex segregation is easier to depict and emulate.
Interestingly, in the case of Iran there is a notable difference from transgender stan-

dards elsewhere. In the West, a FTM trans-man can be conceived as a lesser man,
specifically because of his lack of male genitalia. Marjorie Garber suggests that the

3Hausman, Changing Sex, 118.
4Hausman, Changing Sex, 110.
5Hausman, Changing Sex, 117.
6Hausman, Changing Sex, 137.
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primitive state of phalloplastic surgeries for FTM transsexuals is both a medical and a
political fact. She notes further that there is an “implicit privileging of the phallus, a
sense that a ‘real one’ can’t be made, only born.”7 On the other hand, in Iran “becom-
ing” a man is, in fact, representative of newly acquired rights. This points to legal rea-
lities such as inheritance, divorce rights and marriage rights, where men arguably have
more freedom than women, but also to the shedding of the hijab that is mandatory for
women. Conversely, a man who becomes a woman is viewed with added negativity—
as 40-year-old MTF (male-to-female) transgender Handry notes, to become a woman
entails an added layer of judgment because people question why a man would want to
become a woman. In short, in Iran, becoming a man signifies acquiring rights, whilst
becoming a woman means losing them. MTF transgenders become like all other
women: dependent on men. Women in Islamic legal systems must rely on men in
order to find a legal and social place; that is, a woman is defined in a legal (and
often social) sphere as either daughter, wife, mother or widow. For transgenders the
difference is only heightened instability. Moreover, many MTF transgenders are
rejected by their families, meaning that their legal and social representation is often
dependent on a partner. Many of my interviewees were temporarily married, hence
in very unstable relations, where abuse of power on the part of the man is very
likely.8 Furthermore, the symbolic rejection of what it is to have been a man acts as
a barrier to social representation, as if the man through which a MTF transgender
was to find her place in society was in fact her own previous physical being as a man.
This dichotomy became obvious to me the very first time I met several Iranian

MTF transgenders. I had never before seen a transgender in Iran and I was shocked
when I realized that the only clinic that performed gender reassignment surgery
(GRS) in the whole of Iran—and, for a long time, the entire Middle East—was
located directly in front of my house. I met three MTF transgenders the minute
I walked through the door, and mused at how their transitions had either led them
to hide from society, or society from them. The most noticeable factor with the
first MTF transgenders I met was how difficult it was for them to dissimulate their
rejected “maleness.” Whilst their attire was that of an Islamic woman’s (headscarf,
long coat), their male statures (broad shoulders, large hands, manly faces with exagger-
ated traits and coarse hair) betrayed their cover. This is, of course, not representative of
all MTF transgenders, but it was a clear illustration of the fragile status they had come
to acquire as transgendered women—one that I later felt it was important to safeguard
on film. As Handry told me, “it is different for women who become men. It is more

7Quoted in Hausman, Changing Sex, 69.
8Temporary marriage is a form of marriage recognized in Shi’i Islam whereby a man and a woman can

contract a marriage for a specific period of time. There is no divorce in temporary marriage as the length
of the marriage is determined from the outset, and the woman receives no inheritance or upkeep (as she
does in permanent marriage). Furthermore, whilst the woman is bound to the marriage as though it were
a permanent union, the man is free to break off the contract at any time. There are many different reasons
why a man may contract a temporary marriage, ranging from master-maid marriages, to another form of
polygamy, to purely sexual marriages etc. For women, temporary marriages are often resorted to for a form
of social protection–to be associated with a man.
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difficult for us, for men who become women. They point at us in the street and say
look at him, he used to be a man, but became a woman.”
Indeed, whilst FTM men blend into society more easily, there are certain elements,

notably the impossibility of causing real voice change, that means MTF women are
slightly more vulnerable in terms of being “discovered” as transgenders. Superficial
beautification is the only means available to MTF transgenders in order to become
more of a woman. The constant need to “beautify” in order to feminize a manly or
male exterior creates an image of a woman saturated by the polysurgical attitude
born of the plethora of additional corrective surgeries available (Adam’s apple
removal, facial reconstruction, laser hair removal etc.) in order to come closer still
to the physical ideal of a woman. Vaginoplasty is also an operation that mainly
serves the purpose of male pleasure because it can never be the source of physically
stimulated enjoyment by a MTF woman. Therefore, feminists see male-to-female
transgenders as producing stereotypical images of femininity that degrade
women. Opting for feminine (self-) representations that highlight traditional feminin-
ity, MTF transgenders demonstrate that they only reproduce “a man’s idea of a
woman.”9

There is an importance in physical, but also mental re-creation: that is, the creation
of a past that would fit the reality of always having been the sex in which he/she is now
“complete.” The specific “visibility” of transgenders makes representation an impor-
tant element of the sex change experience, particularly as transgenders undergo a
process of reconstruction and recreation of their physical selves. As Roen and
Doyle note, “surgery always involves the (re)negotiation and (re)inscription of
embodiment and subjectivity.”10 In view of this, interaction with the camera certainly
can have a self-affirming element. Ethnographer Faye Ginsburg has noted that
participative ethnographic media can have such a quality, allowing both filmmakers
and subjects to engage in a process of identity construction, which allows them to
“communicat[e] something about that social or collective identity we call “culture,”
in order to mediate (one hopes) across gaps of space, time, knowledge, and prejudice,”
enabling them to engage with “the processes of identity construction.”11 As far as
interaction in front of the camera was concerned, in the making of my short film,
I noticed an interesting dichotomy between FTM and MTF informants: my film’s
central FTM character, B., was ready to bare all, both in conversation and in
person, for the purpose of the film, whereas all the MTF informants maintained a
distant role. The women remained chaste, veiled and respectful of their new position
as women, or perhaps simply silenced by the fear of ridicule. As 30-year-old MTF
Donya lamented, “we are alone […] everybody makes fun of us. Nobody understands
us. Nobody.”

9Hausman, Changing Sex, 10.
10J. Doyle and K. Roen, “Surgery and Embodiment: Carving Out Subjects,” Body and Society, 14 no. 1

(2008): 3.
11F. Ginsburg, “Indigenous Media: Faustian Contract or Global Village,” in Rereading Cultural

Anthropology, ed. G. E. Marcus (Durham, 1993), 368.
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Dialectics of Representation

For anthropologists, it is usually a Foucauldian belief that motivates the study of the
margins of society: these margins are thought to paint a telling picture of society itself.
Marginalized groups are also often the object of media, who treat difference as an
object of curiosity in the never-ending race to further titillate viewers—particularly
when this titillation is overlaid with the Orientalizing possibilities of sexual and
gender dynamics in the Middle East. This can be seen with transgenders, as it can
with many other vulnerable groups. Yet it should be a filmic imperative to recognize
the breadth and reach of output, whether the nature of the material is anthropological
study, news, documentary or fiction. It is not only the anthropologist who must feel
the burden of representation, but anyone who is in the position to represent.
Regarding films made today, ethnographic or other, I am of the opinion that there

are no “pro-filmic” events insofar as human interaction with the camera is con-
cerned.12 This is but one of the reasons why film can never be a true reflection of
reality. Other reasons, such as the editing necessary to make the film, camera privileged
actions that abridge reality for the convenience of the viewer etc., point to the con-
structed element of film—something that viewers seldom realize. Renowned film
editor Dai Vaugn laconically states that “film is about something, reality is not,”
reminding us of the fundamental element inherent to all films: intent.
It is with this idea of intent in mind that I turn to the attention that has been paid

to transsexuality in Iran by Iranian filmmakers inside the country. The issue has been
covered in documentaries by Sharareh Attari (2005), Mohammad Ahmadi (2006) and
has been hinted at in several fictional films including Davoud Mir-Bagheri’s The
Snowman (1995), which drew attention to the issue through a plot featuring cross-
dressing. State-controlled television channel Seda va Sima was also in the process of
making a film about transsexuality throughout 2008, pursuing the aim to make trans-
sexuality more socially visible, and therefore acceptable. Most notable of these endea-
vors within Iran is probably Ahmadi’s film, Nature’s Humour, finished in 2006 after
six years of research, and which aims, through a collection of headshot interviews with
no added filmic artifice or storyline, to promote social change. Rather than attempt to
distribute it, Ahmadi has been lobbying members of parliament, attempting to open
their eyes to transgender realities with his film, and pushing for laws to be put in place
to protect the social rights of transgenders.
Outside Iran, Amir Amirani lays claim to the first documentary about transgenders

in Iran, with a short piece for Panorama in 2005. Many others have followed suit,
including filmmakers Zohreh Shayesteh (2005), Kouross Esmaeli (2005 and 2006),
myself (2006), Negin Kianfar and Daisy Mohr (2006) and Tanaz-Eshaghian
(2007). Recently, Iran-based Bahman Mo’tamedian won acclaim with his part-
fiction part-documentary Venice Film Festival-nominated film Sex My Life (2008).
Transsexuality in Iran was even the subject of 30 Bird Production’s Edinburgh

12A pro filmic event is an event that would take place whether the film was happening or not; it would
have happened even if it was not being filmed.
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Fringe Festival entry in 2008, with a play entitled Plastic written by Mehrdad Seyf.
Unfortunately, these films (and play) have greater potential to stereotype gender
politics inside Iran, as well as issues concerning transgenders, simply by virtue of the
audiences they address. Eshaghian’s 2007 documentary is one example of this.
In February 2008, Tannaz Eshaghian’s documentary Be Like Others was screened by

BBC2 under the title Transsexual in Iran. The film was shown only months after
Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad made the damning statement that there
were no homosexuals in Iran (or, no homosexuals “like in theWest”) and, incidentally,
the film appeared to describe transsexuality in Iran as a cure for homosexuality, or as an
accepted form of homosexuality. Indeed, whilst the documentary followed a set of
well-selected characters, their issues were regularly equated with homosexuality. As a
result, the film as a whole is a confusing investigation of transsexuality, explored
primarily through an unspoken relation to homosexuality, and to the detriment of
the wider angles of transsexuality. The intent to equate these two phenomena,
which given the time of broadcast was surely linked to attracting a larger audience,
can be seen through various structural elements in the film. Techniques such as
directed questions, selective translation, lack of contextualization and the use of stereo-
typical images all serve the purpose of manipulation of the film’s message (I will discuss
this further below).
The issue of homosexuality as the seeming driving thread of the film is obvious from

the first few frames: the film’s opening statement, white writing on a black screen,
notes that transsexuality is legal in the Islamic Republic. A second statement
informs us that homosexuality is punishable by death. Directed questions give some
further insight into the frame of mind that the filmmaker/cameraperson is making
the film with. The underlying idea appears to be the seeming absurdity of sex
change operations being legal, in view of the illegality of homosexuality.
Much of the translation from Persian to English in this documentary is proble-

matic; indeed, these deficient and selective translations serve the purpose of introdu-
cing the idea of homosexuality into the narrative. For instance, we see the filmmaker
talking to Ali Asghar before his operation, asking “If you weren’t living in Iran, would
you have this operation?” He answers: “No […] I wouldn’t touch God’s work.” This
comes immediately after a piece of selective translation, where Ali Asghar talks about
the West, stating (my literal translation), “They say [men] can just marry, but if they
do, what’s the point?”, which is translated simply as “in theWest, two men can marry.”
The implication—in translation—is that he would have been a homosexual had he
been in the West. However, Ali Asghar also clearly states that he does not engage
in homosexual acts because he believes that sodomy is a sin. His point is that there
is no sexual interaction possible between two men, and, therefore, even if they can
get married, what is the point? If one were to suggest, as the film does, that Ali
Asghar’s confusion was due to internalized hate of his reality as a homosexual, then
why resort to misleading translation in order to convey this? I would suggest that
the discussion here is not about sexual orientation, but about gender. One could
also argue that Ali Asghar’s plight is due to the fact that he does not fit into the
male/female dichotomy, but these are the only options given to him.
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This is an issue that is often brought up in gender studies: are there more than two
sexes? Surely the plethora of gender categories put into the broad idea of “third
gender” have no relation whatsoever, and it would be constructive for societies and
individuals to begin to accept that there are more possibilities than male and
female gender categories. For monotheist religions and their legal systems, which
are particularly based on a male/female dichotomy, this is a complicated concept.
Yet had the film been more obviously about sex change, the issues of gender identity

would have automatically found some contextualization. The notion of gender and
the existence of individuals that belong to neither gender are brought up by
another of the film’s characters, Fahad, who states: “I haven’t decided to become a
woman, society is making me.” Again, the film’s intent appears to be to explain
transsexuality as homosexuality’s cure. In response to this, I would question why a
homosexual man would dress up as a woman when he was attracted to men.
Surely, because of sexual segregation inherent to Iranian society, it would be easier
for two men to live together than an unmarried heterosexual couple. Fahad’s problems
might be linked to sexual orientation, but perhaps not. If Fahad states that he feels at
ease in women’s clothes, but does not want to undergo a physically harming operation,
perhaps he is a transvestite, or perhaps, like Ali Asghar, stifled by the only gender
categories available to him. Yet these different interpretations remain external
opinions on the subject and should remind us that the speculations of the filmmaker
onto Ali Asghar and Fahad’s situations are indicative of the distorting mendacity of
their representations in this film.
In another instance, MTF transgender Vida talks to the camera and states: “I don’t

like gays.” The person behind the camera asks “What don’t you like?” She answers:
“These gay people that you talk about.”13 This betrays the fact that Vida’s statement
was in fact in response to a previous question or comment, and that the person behind
the camera was trying to make her talk about homosexuals—potentially, I assume, to
liken the two situations. Vida’s contempt may come more from the difficulty or
danger of associating with homosexuals on camera rather than active dislike, but
surely this is something that the filmmaker should be aware of and should respect
rather than manipulate. The discussion of homosexuality in Iran is beyond the
scope—and not the aim—of the present paper; homosexuality has been discussed at
length elsewhere14 and is at times discussed in tandem with transsexuality, but the
two are never equated in this way. It is also important to note that whilst conflation
does occur between transsexuality and homosexuality, this tends to be one-sided as it is
generally the discussion of transsexuality that brings about a reference to homosexu-
ality, never the reverse. Whilst I can concede that because of the strict legal and
socio-cultural penalties enforced on homosexuals, some may consider resorting to
sex change operations, such a decision is not a logical one, nor can it be a fulfilling
one. It is flippant to assume so readily that an individual will choose to become a trans-

13My emphasis.
14Most recently, A. Najmabadi,Women with Mustaches and Men without Beards (Berkeley, CA, 2005)

and J. Afary, Sexual Politics in Modern Iran (Cambridge, 2009).
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gender because they could not live freely as a homosexual in the Islamic Republic.
Although this film insistently highlights a strong link between transsexuality and
homosexuality, these must be acknowledged as completely different issues, as they
are in gender studies more generally. As I have noted above, this rapprochement is
made to the detriment of the wider debate.
Moreover, the use of stereotypical images of Tehran given constantly in the film

serves to heighten the controversy that was introduced in the opening statements
of the film. Indeed, whether archival imagery added by the programmers or intention-
ally selected by the director, stereotypical images are strewn throughout the film
despite bearing no relation to the narrative. These include several instances of
women in black chadors walking down streets that are clearly in southern Tehran
(far from the gender reassignment clinic and unrelated to all the other scenes,
which take place in the north of the city), as well as a cutaway to a cleric on a motor-
bike (clearly a simplistic attempt to juxtapose “tradition” with “modernity”). These
images are irrelevant in the context of the film and can be interpreted as a rehashing
of the usual stereotypical image of Iran, serving to reinforce the apparent dichotomy of
allowing a modern notion such as sex change in the conservative country of Iran. Such
a depiction again fails to address the wider issues of transsexuality, and only reinforces
superficial ideas of the practice. Iran is indeed one country amongst many to be con-
stantly manipulated by defaming media coverage. I would argue further that the idea
that transsexuality in Iran is paradoxical is also a media construct, a product of
Western representations of Iran. The legality and religious sanctioning of sex
change is, in fact, a very logical reality if one refers to the Iranian society and the
roots of its Islamic nature.
Transsexuality was first officially addressed by the Iranian government in the mid-

1980s. In 1963, Ayatollah Khomeini had decreed in one of his writings that there was
no religious restriction on corrective surgery in the case of hermaphrodites or inter-
sexed individuals. The status of hermaphrodites is one that has been discussed in
the context Quranic exegesis specifically because of the strict segregation of sexes: it
is paramount for an intersexed person to choose one sex to embody fully. This is
important in view of the religious functions that men or women embody, or in
view of the rights that men have over women.15 Since Ayatollah Khomeini had
devoted some of his scholarly writings to the elucidation of a hermaphrodite’s religious
duties, one transgender, Maryam Hatoon Molkara, anticipated his understanding of
the transgender’s plight, and through incessant lobbying managed to reach the resi-
dence of Ayatollah Khomeini himself, to whom she told her story. The letter that
Molkhara obtained from Ayatollah Khomeini allowing her to have a sex change oper-
ation is considered to be the fatwa that legalizes transsexuality in Iran.16 In Iran today

15For instance, an intersexed individual would need to knowwhat their predominant sex was in order to
knowwhat position to pray in—men pray in front of women, and should a woman pray amongst or in front
of men, all their prayers would be rendered invalid. On the other hand, should aman pray amongst women,
and therefore amongst or behind them rather than ahead of them, his prayer would be rendered invalid.

16Esmaeli’s film is a good exposition of this.
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sex change is both legal and lawful and an individual undergoing a sex change can and
must change both their birth certificate and passport, a right (and endorsement) that
is not given to transgenders in most Western countries.
Conversely, in the West the existence of transsexuality was first born from associ-

ation with homosexuality, and this is an important point in view of the flawed con-
ception that transsexuality in the West comes from “some sort of commitment to
difference”17 or liberal approach. In fact, early programs of sexual reassignment
surgery (SRS) in the United States required the provision of homosexual orientation.
“Castration and hormone therapy were originally employed ‘not with a view to chan-
ging … sex, but in order to treat homosexuality.’”18 Sullivan thus argues that it was, in
fact, conservative motivations and justifications that rendered early sex change surgery
acceptable, citing examples of the Danish Sterilization and Castration Act of 1935
that allowed castrations in cases where a person’s sexuality made him likely to
commit crimes, a provision that was used in the case of ex-GI Christine Jorgensen,
who was diagnosed as homosexual by his colleagues. It is important to remember
the development of sex change surgery from these beginnings, and to recognize the
role of practitioners, who made use of existing laws in order to “attain ends other
than those envisaged by lawmakers.”19 With regard to the possibility of becoming
the other sex, Kessler and McKenna note: “[g]enitals have turned out to be easier
to change than gender identity … [w]hat we have witnessed in the past 10 years is
the triumph of the surgeons over the psychotherapists in the race to restore gender
to an unambiguous reality.”20 Many parallels can be seen between the historical devel-
opments in Western notions of transsexuality and the issues exposed in Eshaghian’s
documentary, perhaps elucidating the ideas with which the filmmaker undertook to
describe the phenomenon in the Iranian context. In a study focused on the technology
inherent to transsexuality, which developed from these beginnings, Bernice Hausman
notes: “Transsexuals distinguished themselves as a separate population with medicine
by differentiating themselves from homosexuals (as well as transvestites), and they did
this at least in part by asserting that their special problem was not ‘sexual deviance’ but
a condition rectifiable by available medical technology.”21 These realities also find
voice in the Iranian context, and in order to clarify any discrepancies Dr Mir Jalali
describes the sex change operation in detail to anyone who might be considering it.
He notes that a homosexual would run a mile after the first descriptions of the oper-
ation—castration is surely no simple matter for any man; however, a transgender
would go through any amount of pain to embody the gender they want. The existence
of a historical struggle to differentiate homosexuality and transsexuality in the medical
field has been, and indeed continues to be, mirrored in both Western and Iranian
society’s understandings of these issues. This perhaps explains, and to some extent

17Sullivan, “The Role of Medicine,” 110.
18Sullivan, “The Role of Medicine,” 109.
19Sullivan, “The Role of Medicine,” 109.
20Quoted in Sullivan, “The Role of Medicine,” 109.
21Hausman, Changing Sex.
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justifies, Eshaghian’s intent to make a film focused on the close relation of homosexu-
ality and transsexuality. However, such intent does not address the responsibility of
information dissemination and revelatory roles that should be expected of a respon-
sible filmmaker. A serious intention to consider the relations between the concepts
of transsexuality and homosexuality would have been a reasonable topic, but again
the effort of the filmmaker should be directed at understanding subjects and giving
them voice, rather than projecting preconceived ideas onto them by manipulating
the material.
D. O. Cauldwell, the pioneering sexologist who is believed to be the first person to

use the term “transsexual” as it is understood today, often questioned whether it was
possible to become the other sex, and in view of this, drew attention to the widespread
manipulation of beliefs surrounding trans-mutation theories, stating that “there is a
thin line between the sexes, but the would-be transmutee battles forces more stubborn
than the genes.”22 This statement draws attention to a potential fluidity between sexes,
but specifically to the danger of society’s preconceptions and opinions, the forces that
propagate such restrictive ideas. Drawing on Cauldwell’s statement, it is important to
consider the responsibility of representation in the media today, which have become
important propagators of public opinion. Media today are not far removed from the
position anthropology traditionally occupied—that of a colonizer. The burden of
representation, the need to justify oneself to the subject rather than to the viewer,
is now part of the anthropologist’s baggage, and is of paramount importance. One
can only hope that the media is similarly moving towards a more responsible under-
standing of the topics it covers. With the topic of transsexuality in Iran, for instance,
media representation is in the hands of those with the power to represent—there have
been no films made by transgenders themselves, illustrating that those being
represented are either uninterested, or devoid of the tools to represent themselves.
In questioning the anthropological “other” often portrayed by the media, Polish jour-
nalist Ryszard Kapuściński wrote about the important responsibility incumbent on
reporters to represent:

In a reporter’s understanding, a journey is a challenge and an effort, involving hard
work and dedication; it is a difficult task, an ambitious project to accomplish. As we
travel, we can feel that something important is happening, that we are taking part in
something of which we are at once both witness and creators, that there is a duty
incumbent upon us, and that we are responsible for something.23

Yet, as journalist Adrian Monck writes, today “the media are in the business of
grabbing your attention. And that business becomes more competitive every day.”24

22D. O. Cauldwell, “Sex Transmutation—Can One’s Sex Be Changed?,” International Journal of
Transgender Studies, 5, no. 2 (2001), http://www.iiav.nl/ezines/web/IJT/97-03/numbers/symposion/
cauldwell_05.htm.

23Ryszard Kapuscinski, The Other (London and New York, 2006).
24A. Monck, “Should we Trust Storytellers?,” The Guardian, 28 April 2008.
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Mass-produced documentaries, such as the BBC’s Transsexual in Iran, will always be
more available than the independent short film, such as Ahmadi’s Nature’s Humour.
Yet how can the average shoot time of a few weeks be compared to several years in the
field researching a topic? Fast, slick cuts are perhaps more enjoyable to watch, but it is
arrogant to seek any form of entertainment in the portrayal of social issues. Pointing to
complacency, the Iranian photographer Kaveh Golestan challenged ideals by stating:
“I want to show you images that will be like a slap in your face to shatter your security.”
His words portray that it is not entertainment that is needed from media, but a wider
goal of social justice, understanding, even call to action.
While underlining that there is no way of knowing what percentage of a population

is “would-be transmutee” (therefore including those who reject any element of trans-
sexuality through social conditioning), Cauldwell further notes that “Lurid stories of
sex transmutation are not helpful. I feel that publicizing the truth can be immensely
helpful.”25 In the case of transsexuality in Iran, lurid stories are indeed easy to make
and propagate, but the depictions of the underlying issues are insufficient. For
instance, the inability of surgery to effectively deal with transsexuality, the truth in
Cauldwell’s eyes, is seldom addressed. Caldwell considered the limitations of
medical science to be such that transsexuality should be treated as a mental disorder
—quite separate from homosexuality and transvestism, which he acknowledged and
accepted. In accordance with international standards, gender reassignment surgery
in Iran is not simply a surgical process but one that is closely tied to mental health
considerations and experts.26 Moreover, the shortcomings of surgery is something
that Dr Mir-Jalali upholds as well. All filmmakers who have come into contact
with Mir-Jalali have surely witnessed his lectures, and indeed Eshaghian’s film does
include some brief footage of this. Mir-Jalali reminds his patients that it is not possible
for surgery to make someone 100 percent woman or 100 percent man. He states that
he will be able to make something that will bear resemblance to the desired genitalia,
whether male or female—but, as a woman, you will never have a period, get pregnant
or breastfeed; as a man you will never experience an erection, have any sperm, be able
to impregnate a woman, etc. This can be interpreted as a question of disability rather
than a question of being, but this is the reality of sex change, and it is one that must
take prime position in the discussion of transsexuality.
When in the Mirdamad gender reassignment surgery in Iran, I often met young

boys and girls who had only just found the answer to their problems—they had
read or heard about transsexuality and were coming to talk to the doctor to see
whether transsexuality, or gender dysphoria, was in fact what they were suffering
from. In view of this, what is needed in Iran at the moment is better dissemination
of information about the availability of help for individuals suffering from gender

25Cauldwell, “Sex Transmutation.”
26Iran does, of course, adhere to the Harry Benjamin codes of practice. The Harry Benjamin Inter-

national Gender Dysphoria Association (HBIGDA) is an organization devoted to understanding and
treating the plight of transgenders. The HBIGDA Standards of Care of Gender Identity Disorders is
the accepted set of standardized guidelines for clinical treatment of gender dysphoria.
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dysphoria, and a more constructive support system. Depictions of transsexuality
abound, and the issue is so mediatized, both inside Iran and abroad, that it is very
easy to get permission to film in this field. However, it is up to filmmakers to
realize that the images they choose to project are having an effect on those being rep-
resented, and to take responsibility for what they produce.

Conclusion

It has been my aim in this paper to illustrate some of the findings of my research on
transsexuality, but also to deconstruct the recent attempts to portray sex change in
Iran as anything other than gender dysphoria. Transsexuality is an enlightening
topic, because it challenges our basic notions of gender, and all the more so in a
country such as Iran where sexuality and gender are genuinely and constantly
entwined with the political landscape. However, we should expect films made on
the subject to be able to deal with the subtle nuances of human sexuality and
gender identities, rather than fall into stereotype. In this sense, a more anthropologi-
cally sensitive approach should be expected of filmmakers, and an existentialist realiz-
ation of the role and reach of film should be emphasized, so that when film is
appropriated as a tool for representation, it is treated responsibly.

Appendix: Note on Terminology

Transgender/transsexual/transmutee—individual who identifies as the opposite
gender to the one they are biologically, whether wanting to have a sex change or
not; in Iran a transgender is an individual who has or will undergo a sex change.
Different connotations can be inferred by the use of transgender, transsexual or trans-
mutee, in relation to ideas of “gender” and “sex”. In this paper, the term “transgender”
is predominantly used when referring to individuals who have undergone or will
undergo gender reassignment surgery.
MTF—male to female (transgender).
FTM—female to male (transgender).
Gender dysphoria—medical terminology; equivalent to transsexuality–a condition in
which a person feels that they are trapped within a body of the wrong sex.
Hermaphrodite/intersexed individual—individual born with two sets of genitalia;
one male, one female.
Transvestite—individual who dresses as the opposite sex.
Homosexual—individual who is sexually attracted to a member of the same sex.
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