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This thesis is the result of an empirically-based study of sex change among 
trans people who undergo sex-change surgery with a focus on gendered social 
practices and legal policies in contemporary Iran. The thesis shows the com-
plexities and diversities of trans lives and argues that being trans and going 
through sex-change surgery in Iran cannot be reduced to the notion of gender 
authenticity or transgression of gender. Rather, what is at issue here is more 
complex than these notions and moves well beyond them.

The study examines the role of law in configuring the social lives of trans 
people in Iran and explains how the Iranian legal system has failed to legislate 
on sex change that has been permitted in Islamic jurisprudence on the basis 
of Ayatollah Khomeini’s fatwa. The lack of substantive law on sex change 
has contributed to the misrecognition of trans people’s status in society be-
fore and after medical transition. This is partly due to the plurality of fatwas 
by shi’a Islamic jurists on sex change, and partly because of the binary and 
patriarchal structure of the gender regime and the Iranian legal system. In 
addition, the thesis discusses how a vital cultural element of Iranian society, 
aberu, leads to the social misrecognition of trans people at individual and 
institutional levels. 

At a broader level, this study challenges universalising conceptualisations 
of trans, as well as some Anglophone understandings of gender and sexuality. 
It questions the Occidental, homonormative, anti-trans and Islamophobic 
assumptions about sex change in Iran that often misrepresent people who 
undergo sex-change surgery as oppressed homosexuals. It also problematises 
the geopolitics of borders between the West and the rest of the world that tend 
to homogenise Muslim nations, and that disregard the historical, cultural and 
jurisprudential differences between Islamic countries.
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