Thelmportance of Voice:
Feminism and Satrapi@ Persepolis Series
by Karen Rugad

Marjane Satrapi is an Iranian graphic novdist living in France. Her mogt
successful works thusfar are thefirst two volumes of he Persepolis series of graphic
novds, amemoir about Satrapi@ childhoodin Tehran and adolescent exilein Vienna
The Persepolis series has won three Alph-Arts (themog prestigiousaward in comics)
and sold 15,000 copiesin France adone(Vincent). Her work has garnered great critical
acclaim and postive press, with interviews on NPR and in numerousnewspaoe's
discussing Satrapi@® experiences living as agirl in Iran during and after thelslamic
revolution.

In an Octobe 2004interview Satrapi commented, O ou know, thefeminists
become very angry when | say | am notafeminist. | an ahumanist. | bdieve in human
beinggO(qtd. in Sully). It may seem an extra chalengeto arguetha thework of an
avowed nonfeminist is actudly feminist in naure. Yet | bdieve tha, despite Satrapi@
aversionto bengidentified as amember of any group,induding the feminist movement,
her graphic novds Persepolis and Persepolis 2 contain feminist advocacy in both their
content and their performance. | take my definition of feminism from Nancy Cott:
oppostion to sex hierarchy, thebdief tha women@ conditionis sodally congdructed, and
an identification with other women as a social group.

I. Women and the Comic Book Indugry

Comic bookshave longbeen consdered therealm of Supe'man and scantily clad

damsalsin distressN hardly alikely environment for pro-woman work. However, from

thevery beginningwomen have been involved in the comicsindugry. Six years after the



first comic strip, TheYelow Kid, was first published in 1895,comic strips by women
were appearing in American newspapers (Century 7-8). 1n 1909 Rose OMNeill created
the Kewpies, arace of wildly popubr cupid-like characters (8-9). As comic strips
spavned the comic bookindugry in thelate @0sand early @&0s women artists were
involved almog immediately. June19378The Monastery of the Blue God, written by
CeciliaPaddod&k Munon, was nhot only an early women-illugtrated comic bookstory but
also marked women@ entrance into the action genre (62). Girls, not adolescent boys
were comic booksOmain audience up until the 1960s (Girls 7). Since the 1920s many
comicsinduded cutout pgoe dolls with ouffits suggested by readers (15). Comic books
advertised @harm bracelets, handbays, bdts, and even girdles,Oreflecting their female
readership (12). Women and girls were both major creators and readers of comic books

After World War |1, women began to dowly be pushed out of thecomics
indugry. Asin other indudries, women comic artists felt pressured to leave ther jobsas
male artists returned from the war. Many left ther careers to marry and raise families. In
thelate 1950s Garecession in the comics marketOhit duein large part to charges of
immorality in thecomicsindugry (Century 121)

eduction of the Innocent, abookwritten by Dr. Fredric Wertham in that

decade, claim[ed] that comics were responsble for juvenile deinquency.

E[ Thebool resulted in Senae hearingson comics and juvenile crime,

theformation of a self-regulating Comics Code and, eventudly, the

failure of mog of the comic book publshing companies. Aswith any

indugry slump, many artists and writers were let go, and as with any

indugry, thefirst fired were women.O(121)
Thetwo surviving comics publishers, Marvel and DC, had already been Qyearing

themselves toward supe heroes and the youngboy market. Female-oriented comic books

were slowly being phased outO(121-2). By 1974there were only two female artists in the



maingream comic bookindugry: RamonaFradonand Marie Severin (Century 122,
Vollmar). While women still drew comic books they were relegated to undeground
channds (ie Gines).

Satrapi®® Persepolis series marks an effort to re-open the maingream comics
busgness to women. As comics gan prestigein ther new incarnaionN the Qyraphic
novd N the boundaies of thecomic art form are bang questionad. In the pos-Maus
comicsworld it has become appaent that comics are capable of expressing far more than
heroic fantasies and cheap onelinersN they can handle seriouspersond and political
topics. Within this moment of change the existence and maingream commendation of
Satrapi®® Persepolis series secures a place for women@ voices in the new graphic nove
genre. Since Satrapi has already established feminist issues as a relevant topic for the
graphic novd, it islikely to be easier for future women artists and authors to stand on her
shoulders and express themselves.

I1. Female Voices In Persepolis and Persepolis 2

PersepolisOprotagonist, Marjane, maintains severa key relationshipswith women
whilein Iran. Sheis very close to her grandma, who acts as the Gnoral centerOof the
book (Sully). Her grandmais also thefirst convert to youngMarjane@ new QeligionO
(Persepolis 7). Sheaso identifies strongly with her mother, oneof the mos humanO
charactersin thebook; when Reza proposs marriageto Marjane, he first thoughtisto
talk to her mother; sheonly settlesfor her father because he mother istraveling (158.
While she does have important relationshipswith men such as her father and Unde
Anood, these men seem to fundion more as role modds than close confidants. Anoosh

only spendsenoughtime with Marjaneto tell her abouther family( history and express



his Marxist optimism before heis executed (60-2). He fundionsas a political hero for
Marjaneto look upto. Marjane@ view of her father is more mixedN shedidikes his
cynicism and at onepoint in the story questionshis patriotism (83-4). Overall in the
memoir hefundionsas awise but somewha distant teacher, as seen in his mature
respons to Marjane® doonmed engagement to Reza (Persepolis 2 158-9). While
Marjane@ relationshipswith men are also important factors in her development, she
shows the greatest connection to the other women in her family.

On thewhole, the strength of Marjane@ bondsof ssterhoodserves as a barometer
of her overall qudity of life. When Marjaneleaves for Audria, she attempts to develop
friendshipswith other girls. Shegoesto Tyrol with her roommate Luda, discovers a
group of friendsthrough her classmate Julie, then turnsto Ingrid for companionship (12,
16,64). Log in anew culture obsessed with sex and drugs noneof these friendshipsare
truly fulfilling for Marjane however, they are better than nothing. When sheabandons
these sisterhoodrelationshipsto focuson her boyfriend Markus, her lifein Audriais
doorred. To impress Markus Marjane does copious amounts of drugs destroying her
hedlth and eventudly (profoundy annoying himO(72). Their eventud breakup destroys
Marjane@@ neemotiond suppot, the only person who cared for [her], and to whom
[she] was wholly attached(79). There are noneof thewomen in her lifeto Gtroke her
harOand comfort her; because her Gomplete existence had been planned around
MarkusOshe findsherself with no place to go and endsup sleeping on the street (85).
Eventudly she has no choice butto return to her family in Iran. Persepolis demongrates
theimportance of women having a strongfemale suppot network, echoing Adrienne

Rich@ prioritization of relationships on the Qesbian coninuumO



Persepolis examines the self-policing naure of pdriarchy. Livingunde the
Islamist regimein Iran, Marjane observes:

Theregime had undestoodtha onepersonleaving her hous while asking

herself: GAre my trousers longenough®0s my veil in place?0QCan my

makeup be seen?OAre they going to whip me?Ono longe asks herself:

QWVhere is my freedom of thoughPOQNhere is my freedom of speechO

QMy life, isit livable?20QVha@ going onin the pdlitical prisons?OE

When we@e afraid, we lose all sense of andysis and reflection. Our fear

parayzesus (148)

Obsession with persond appearance and adheaence to supeficia soda normsworks to
distract women from more important issues. The element of fear--fear of bengthough
GatO(in America) or Gaimoral O(in Iran)N prevents women from examining theideals of
QhinGor (pioug) the sources of ther oppression. Thegod of pariarchical nomsis
making women Qalled beautiful because [they] threstenEno one except [themselves|O
(Chernik 108). By usngfear to make women pdice their own physcal appearance,
patriarchical systems minimize the mog important threat to thar regime: afree female
mind.

Persepolis aso points out the doubke standad of Iranian noms for men and
women. While Marjaneis studying at university, the entire student body attendsa lecture
on Moral and ReligiousCondud¢O(142) The speaker denounes women for wearing
makeup, short headscarves, widetrousers (thefashion at thetime), and othe indecendies.
During thetime for questions Marjane points out the lack of reciprocal modesty among
male students and asks, QVhy isit that |, as awoman, am expected to feel nothing when
watching these men with thear clothes sculpted onbut they, as men, can get excited by

two inches less of my head-scarf?20(143) As Iranian feminist scholar Haleh Afshar notes,

Islamic law calls for modesty onthe part of bath men and women:



men too hgve] an obligationto fulfill their ISamic duty of beng modestly
attired. In additionEm en hgve] an obligaionto control ther gaze and
thar lug. Even if unvdaled women were bengun-ldamic, it was the duty
of Mudim men to avert ther gaze. They should bear in mind tha it isthe
observer, thegaze, which is sinful and notthe object of thegaze. (Afshar
206)

Mog naiongdmplementation of the Shari@ (religiouslaw) has, however, overlooked

mogt Koranic prescriptionsfor men. Insead, fearing women@® sexudity, male |Samists

have placed al blame for male arousal and sexud immorality on women. Satrapi

hunoroudy repudiates this dodrine of female guilt in Persepolis as two guadiansof the

revolution stop Marjanewhile sheisrunning late for a dentist appointment:

Madam, why were you running?

Q0n very late! | was runring to catch my busO

Or esEbut Ew hen you run, your behind makes movements tha areEhow
doyou sayEobscene O

QVELL THEN DONG LOOK AT MY ASSIO(147)

Unwilling to capitulate to an unequd mora system, Marjanerefusesto feel guilty
abouther bodyand sexudity. Marjane cannotcompletely rebd agang Iamic
clothing standads as he mother findsoutin the early days of theldamist
regime, public badhijabi resultsin severe harassment or worse:

Orwo fundanentalist bastardsE  They insulted me. They said that

women like me should be pushed up againg awall and fucked, and

then thrown in the garbageEa nd that if | didn®want that to
happen, | should wear thevelEO (Persepolis 74)

However, Marjanedoes indulgein small rebdlionsthroughwearing lipgick, showing a

few strandsof har, and being outspoken. Satrapi speaks out throughPersepolis itself to

protest Ilamic patriarchical doublke standardsand point out the absurdity of burdening

women with al sexud guilt.



Mog importantly, Persepolis provides a pah for female self-determinaion by
complicating the question of Qvhat women want.OContemporary fundanentalist Islam
assumes tha women are naurally indined toward a certain sodal role: tha of modest,
chador-wearing, homeboundwives and mothers. Throughthe practice of amreh beh
maruf va nahi as monker (Oeading Mudims to thecorrect path and preventing them from
going astrayQ), guadians of the revolution and fundamentalist vigilantes enforce Iran®
morality codes as something tha women themselves oughtto want (Afshar 197). Even
Satrapi@ QyoodAGnullah assumes tha Qvearing the veil is synonynouswith
emand patiionQ(Persepolis 2 144). Y et while many Western feminists see wearing the
vell as synonynouswith repression, some Iranian feminists do see the veil as potentially
pro-woman. They bdieve tha

thevelil protects women from becoming commodified sex objects and

enables them to movefreely and act indgpendently in the public sphee.

Once women have freed themselves from the shackles of femininity and

its demandsfor sexudity, they become human bengs they can gain the

gaze and cease to bethe obiject of attention. (Afshar 15)

Persepolis captures this conflict clearly. There are male and female guadiansof the
revolution; there are male and female liberal Iranians One pand shows two groupsof
protestors, both wholly female, with oneshouing Orheveil! Theveil!Oand the other
shouing Grreedom Freedom O(Persepolis 5) With women coming down on both sides
of theissue, whoisto say that women definitively do or do not want Iran® moral codes?

ThroughMarjane and the graphic novd mediumitself, Persepolis resolves this
conflict not by choosng a side but rather advocating more space for women(@ self-

determinaion and individual voices. Throughoutthetwo novds, Marjane communicates

with God on her own rather than throughthefundamentalist mullahs Symbolically she



says tha shedoes not pray in Arabic because Of prayingistalkingto God, | prefer to do
itin alanguayetha | knowO(130) Marjane choossto talk to God in her own languaye
and with her own voice, and thusis able to hold her own opinions aboutmorality and
religiouslaw. Here Satrapi echoes Irshad Man;ji@ conception of ijtihad (interpretation).
In many Mudim counties and communities, Manji argues, GT]he gates of ijtihadN our
mindsNl remain, for themog part, closed. Why should thisbe? E Theonly thing this
imperial strategy has achieved isto spavn the mog doggel oppression of Mudims by
Mudims: theincarceration of interpretationQ(Manji 59). Women@ voices and the power
to indgpendently interpret religiouspractice is a sorely neglected part of Iam.

Zin a-DinEargued tha 1sam is based on freedomof though, will,

speech, and action, and no Mudim has authority over another in such

matters. E This meanstha women, like men, have therightto chooe

thar own pah and if necessary commit ther own snsand repent or

negotiate with the AlImighty withoutintervention by men, bethey learned

religiousfigures or fathes, husands or brothers. (Afshar 7)
Independent, critical thoughtin both religiousand secular matters is Marjane@ key to
liberation. Satrapi@ choice of medium echoes her point. The graphic nove (especialy in
theform of a memoir) is nat amicable to extended, formal argumentation. The
combinaionsof images, dialogue and captionscan only suggest meaningsand provoke
emotions Persepolis is nather areligioustreatise nor apolicy brief. Thus Satrapi leaves
many thingsfor thereader to interpret for herself (Walker). As de Beauvoir observes,
Orhereis no possibility of measuring the hgppiness of others, and it is always easy to
describe as happy the situaion in which onewishes to place themO(de Beauvoir xxxiii).
Thus thegod of feminism cannotbe the promulgation of any paticular lifestyle, but

rather thefreedomfor women to choos thar own bdiefs and cusoms.

I11. Satrapi Speaks



Satrapi recognizes the need for pluralism, but shedso has strong feminist
opinionsof her own. Press attention after the publication of thefirst two Persepolis
volumes has allowed Satrapi to speak her mind publicly. Satrapi says she does not wear
thevell outsideof Iran; shestates, Q haetheveil and wha it means | would never put
tha thing on my headQ(Sully). However, she vehemently opposs the new French law
banning theveil in schools.

[I]ngead of undestanding why thegirls were putting the veil onther

heads they jus madealaw. Andif by jus makingalaw you could stop

things it would be so easy. Forbid persecution, and it doesn@exist

anymore? Of course it will exist, it will jus become hidden. E Then

[withouttheveil] they cannotgoto school to get an education, andthe one

way they have to become emandpaed isthen log. E [t@ aquestion of

these girlsOidentity. Their mothers never wore theveil, and so they want

to. Why?E For French they are nat French, andfor Arabsthey are not

Arabs Sotheheaghtof ironyisthat thevell has become a symbol of
rebdlion. (qtd. in Sully)

Satrapi bdievesin thefundanental equdity of the sexes and sees theideology of sexud
difference as theroot cause of women@ oppressionin Iran.

[T]he basic problem of a county like mine apat from theregime, apart

fromthegovenment, isthepatriarchd culture tha isleading my county.

That istheworst. That is why thegovenment is still there. Whatever it

toudhes, it givesitsinterpretationE When it touches psychology it says

that the woman is more sensdtive than theman. When it touches the

medicineit saysthat ourbrainisalittle less weight than theman@. (qtd.

in Sully)
Men@® monopolzation of discourse in Iran has entrenched set gende roles and has
interpreted sexud differencesin favor of men. Satrapi is critical of Western pdriarchy,
too, saying tha Western women@® obsession with staying youngand thin is the Greil of
the WestO(Indgpendent). In both cases, Satrapi emphasizes her bdief in thefundamental

equdity of all people; ideologies to the contrary arise only when power differences shgpe

discourse by giving voice to some over others.



Satrapi is critical of feminist thinkers who emphasize women@ difference from
men:

| believe that we say too much QVe thewomenGand QVe the men,Obut

should say Qe the human beingsOThere are really two types of human

beng -- theones who care aboutenvironment, who want a more jug

sodety; and the other ones who care aboutgreed and war. (qtd. in Sully)
It is because of this school of feminism tha sherefuses to self-identify as afeminist.
However, Satrapi® words echo other skeptics of gende difference: Laurie Shrage, some
of the early American suffragettes, and especially Simonede Beauvoir. By arguing for
women( equdity and reinserting feminist topics into the maingtream comics scene,
Satrapi®® Persepolis series and subsequent statements both advocate and demonsrate the
importance of women@ voices to securing women@ freedom Women mus befreeto

interpret thenoms of their sodety (Ilamic or othewise) in thar own way if they areto

guestion them and removethar patriarchica bias.
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