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Why are Western feminists silent on the
war on Iranian women?

Those who enthusiastically supported Iranian women'’s protests
against the state are eerily silent as those same women are targeted by
Israeli and American missiles.

By Sahar Maranlou

Iranian legal scholar and lecturer at Royal Holloway, University of London.

A gardener waters the plants in front of the portraits of girls killed in a strike on a schoolin the southern city of Minab on the first day of the
US-Israeli war on Iran, at Tajrish Square in Tehran, on April 16, 2026. [AFP]

Feminist attention is not neutral. It is shaped, directed, and unevenly distributed.
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In 2022-2023, Western feminist institutions mobilised loudly in support of protests in
[ran, celebrating women's resistance to compulsory hijab as a defining feminist
struggle. Today, as war kills women and girls and destroys their access to education,
that same infrastructure has fallen conspicuously silent. This contrast is not accidental.
[t exposes a deeper logic of selective solidarity, one that determines which forms of
gendered violence are recognised and which are allowed to disappear. I write this as
an Iranian woman and academic working on law, society, and gender, situated within
that uneven terrain of visibility.

In the 40 days of strikes, the Iranian Health Ministry reported that 251 women and
216 children were killed. Among them were the victims of the missile strike on the
girls’ school in Minab, where more than 165 children, most of them young girls, lost
their lives. These were not casualties in transit or by chance; they were children sitting
in classrooms, learning, when an American strike ripped the space around them apart
and buried them under the rubble. Their desks, their books, their voices, all the traces
of the future they once had, were buried with them. And yet, despite the scale and
visibility of this violence, it has not generated the kind of sustained feminist outrage
that we witnessed in 2022. When Iranian women removed their headscarves, their
images circulated globally, amplified across academic institutions, activist networks,
and media platforms for weeks and months. This year, that visibility was never
afforded to the hundreds of women, girls, and children torn to pieces by American and
[sraeli missiles. What we are witnessing is not simply a gap in attention, but a
patterned withdrawal, a refusal to recognise certain forms of violence as feminist
concerns.

Minab should have been a moment that forced visibility, one that at least briefly
interrupts a wider, more enduring silence. If the killing of girls in a classroom is not a
feminist issue, then what is?

War has never been gender neutral. Women and children are not incidental victims;
they are among its primary targets. What happened in Minab is not outside that
pattern, but its clearest expression. The destruction of that school is not only a
humanitarian crisis; it is a feminist one. It is the erasure of a generation at the very
moment of its formation. And yet it is precisely here that the limits of mainstream
feminist engagement become visible. The same networks that once amplified images of
[ranian girls resisting dress codes have remained largely silent in the face of their
killing. The shift is not accidental. It reveals the terms under which feminist
recognition is granted and withdrawn.

Night after night, mothers come to the cemetery in Minab, carrying the small things
their daughters once held, sitting beside freshly dug graves until morning.

This is not private sorrow but the lived aftermath of war, and still it is met with silence.
Such scenes do not circulate in the same way that protest images once did.



They do not fit the visual or political narratives through which Western feminism has
come to recognise Iranian women.

In 2022, Iranian women's bodies became symbols of resistance, legible within a
familiar script of liberation from religious patriarchy. In 2026, those same bodies are
sites of war, but no longer of global feminist concern. What cannot be easily narrated
within that script is allowed to disappear, even as it unfolds in plain sight.

Silence, in this context, is itself a response. It is part of the machinery that allows this
violence to continue. Feminist scholarship has long warned that silence in the face of
mass violence is never neutral; it actively sustains the structures that make such
violence possible. The relative quiet around the mothers of Iran, like the quiet that
surrounded Gaza, reveals a deeper, more troubling logic: a colonial common sense in
which some women'’s suffering is loudly recognised and amplified, while others’
suffering is quietly erased, treated as inevitable or somehow less worthy of outrage.

This silence cannot be separated from the institutions through which feminist
knowledge is produced. Universities are often imagined as spaces of critical thought
and resistance, but they are also shaped by power. They operate within systems of
funding, reputation, and political alignment that quietly regulate what can be said and
what must remain unsaid. In this sense, silence is produced: it is maintained through
risk, caution, and the desire not to disrupt dominant geopolitical narratives. It becomes
a condition of institutional survival.

For Iranian women'’s rights activists, including those in diasporic and Western
academia, a different but equally powerful constraint emerges, less visible but no less
effective. Feminist responses are shaped by geopolitical expectations, colonial
standards of acceptability, and the limits of what can be publicly challenged without
incurring professional costs. In this context, the contrast with 2022 becomes
impossible to ignore. During the Woman, Life, Freedom protests, Western feminist
institutions, academics, and media platforms mobilised with clarity and urgency,
framing Iranian women's resistance to compulsory hijab as a universal feminist
struggle, one that demanded visibility, solidarity, and amplification.

Western feminism mobilises when violence can be framed as Islamic oppression or
backward tradition, but retreats when the violence is produced by Western-backed
power. In doing so, it avoids confronting the very structures of imperial violence that
shape these conditions. This silence is often justified through a false choice: that
opposing war risks legitimising the Iranian state, and that feminist critique must
therefore remain selective. But this is a political evasion. It is entirely possible, and
necessary, to oppose both imperial violence and authoritarian rule. Refusing to do so
does not produce a more principled feminism. It produces a narrower one.



This is not simply an inconsistency. It is a political boundary that determines whose
suffering is recognised, whose deaths are mourned, and whose destruction of
knowledge is considered worthy of attention. It is what allows classrooms to be
destroyed without consequence, and mothers to grieve without their loss being
publicly acknowledged or mourned.

If feminism cannot speak with the same clarity against the killing of girls as it does
against dress codes, then its claims to universality begin to unravel. What remains is a
feminism structured by selection.. Because somewhere tonight, women are still sitting
beside freshly dug graves, holding onto what remains of their daughters’ lives, lives
that were meant to grow, to learn, to become, and were instead taken.
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