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Introduction

Women have always held the power close to themselves, even if it was forbidden to
do so. That’s why it is not surprising that the power of resistance was also shaped around
women who dared to understand the world in a different light and deeper than any religion or
philosophical ideology ever intended to. The reason for this power comes from individuality
and personalization of the daily fight. As a result of this, the activism starts very early for
some of us. In contemporary feminist and postcolonial theory, activism has commonly been
affiliated with physical acts such as protests, political demonstrations, and organized
movements. With the ongoing crisis in humanity and corruption regarding basic human rights
happening all across the world, it is hard to keep up and come up with an efficient yet
inclusive method of activism. At this point, we must remember the importance of narrative
activism. Gloria Anzaldua and Azar Nafisi do exactly that. They use their literary and
theoretical power to create a collective consciousness to bring people together and efficiently
resist the oppressive powers. This thesis explores how Anzaldta and Nafisi use their works to
sufficiently practice decolonial feminist theory in order to actively create a space of
transformation and regeneration. Decolonial feminism, a central theoretical framework for
this thesis, will be thoroughly explained in the subsequent chapters, highlighting its insistence
on dismantling colonial discourses and centering the experiences of marginalized women in
their historical and material specificities. Gloria Anzaldtia’s Borderlands/La Frontera and
Azar Nafisi’s Reading Lolita in Tehran will be used as the main texts for close readings.
Drawing on border theory from Anzaldua, intersectionality from Crenshaw, postcolonial
feminism from Mohanti, Hooks, and Spivak as primary methodological sources and narrative
theory, this research will explore how storytelling becomes a political strategy through which

women reclaim agency and create transformative spaces of belonging.



Storytellers of Resistance: Identity, Belonging, and Path to Activism in the Works of
Gloria Anzaldua and Azar Nafisi

Chapter 1: Border Theory

1. Borderlands as Method

The process of linking theory and personal thoughts is a hard, lengthy one expressed
in different ways, such as creative writing, visual arts, and music. For decades, even when it
was not socially accepted to do so, women have chosen to express their thoughts in a written
form and showed the world how powerful storytelling can be in terms of revolutionizing the
outdated ideas in society and influencing the generations to come. In light of all this, this
chapter establishes the conceptual ground for examining how Gloria Anzaldaa’s
Borderlands/La Frontera and Azar Nafisi’s Reading Lolita in Tehran use storytelling as a
practice of resistance, using Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza as the main source

and the introduction of other key methodologies.

Ever since the publication of The Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza in
1987, the question of border theory and identity has started to sit on a new base, thanks to the
research and theory of Anzaldua on accepting the mixed identity of Chicanx people,
especially Chicana women. When Anzaldua talks about the border, she is not only describing
it geographically but also places it in a framework for epistemology, identity, and political

methodology.



Anzaldua dedicated her first essay in the book to critically analyzing the border’s
history. The reason for this is the necessity to understand her perspective, and because most
Americans only learn it from a narrow and nationalistic perspective. Because they don’t
know about the border’s history, many Americans automatically view the Spanish-speaking
people of the southwest as aliens, foreigners, or recent migrants; but in reality, their
communities have much deeper roots in the region than Anglo ones. By redefining white
conquerors and settlers as the land’s rightful inhabitants, this intellectual sleight of hand tries
to justify the dispossession and exploitation that Anzaldua’s people have been going through,
who were already living there. This is why Anzaldua calls the border un heride abierta, an
open wound. It is the physical manifestation of the violence that the USA and other countries

have imposed on the region and its people.

Anzaldta begins explaining her border theory by stating that the Texas-Mexican
border is both a physical and a mental one. She states the border to be a dividing line, a
narrow strip along a steep edge. A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by
the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary (3). The theory defines the borderlands as an
expansive, fluid, and traumatic space where two or more cultures edge each other, where
people of different races occupy the same territory, and where the under, lower, middle, and
upper classes touch. This territory expands to include psychological, sexual, and spiritual
boundaries as well. It is safe to say that the state of this space is dense, since it is
fundamentally defined by crisis and instability. Anzaldia’s borderlands are not comfortable
to be in; the borderland is constantly on the move within itself, through people’s emotions,
their resistance, and the violence and exploitation they are facing each day. Both political and
personal movements are significant in the operation of this region. Here, what Anzaldta is

trying to make the reader understand, firstly, is the fact that borders may be created by



governments and laws, but the culture and emotional weight that is born as a result of those

walls are what make Borderlands.

She later states that living between Mexican and Anglo cultures can be uncomfortable
and frustrating, but it also teaches people like Anzaldua to adapt their identities to different
settings and develop a new kind of consciousness. Since the physical US-Mexican border is
described as an open wound marked by hatred, anger, and exploitation, reflecting the trauma
of colonization and systemic oppression, it creates a mental toll on its inhabitants. (preface)
As a result of this mental toll, psychologically, living on the border exposes the alienating
effects of this chaotic bubble. However, Anzaldua argues that this constant state of conflict is
actually the main resource for political and personal spiritual transformation. This continuing

movement and shifting of position requires the subject to adapt a new mestiza consciousness.

The inner conflict resulting from the merging of different cultures generates the
mestiza consciousness. This consciousness is a synergy of two cultures that does not aim to
bring all the fragments into a single, unified identity, but rather learns to exist in a state of
eternal transition. This consciousness is founded on la facultad, which is the ability to see
from two or more perspectives simultaneously, refusing to identify rigidly with only one set
of cultural norms or one side of the border. This is defined as the capacity to instantly see in
surface phenomena the meaning of deeper realities, allowing the subject to perceive the deep
structure below the surface without relying on conscious reasoning (38). The mechanism of la
facultad is visceral, causing a shift in how the world is viewed. This gives the subject a deep
insight, allowing the senses to become so acute and piercing that the subject can see through
things, viewing events in depth and reaching the spiritual realm of the soul (39). La facultad
is politically crucial as well, as it enables the border subject to observe and question how
different systems of oppression interact. This privileged insight becomes the backbone of

mestiza consciousness and the borderlands by allowing the subject to challenge dominant



narratives such as the inferiority of women, and unveil reality not as a fixed feature of

personality or identity, but as an experience shaped by history, time, and space.

Border theory in this case becomes a methodology through its concept of mobility
and change. The borderlands, especially the psychological condition in crisis, are
characterized by a state of Nepantla, a Nahuatl word meaning land in between, a state of
being torn between ways (78). Nepantla is the lived experience of constant transition and the
instability that defines existence in borderlands. Before the transformation that occurs when
crisis becomes a creative and political space and gaining this consciousness, the Chicana
living in the borderlands was experiencing what Anzaldua calls a profound state of
ambivalence, perplexity, and psychological fragmentation. So before the consciousness
formed, there was just an incredible amount of unease, confusion, and suffering border
people were facing daily. Anzaldua describes how the clash of incompatible cultural values
creates mental and emotional states of perplexity and internal strife that result in insecurity

and indecisiveness.

The Chicana is plagued by psychic restlessness because she is constantly receiving
contradictory messages about who she is, what she should value, and where she belongs (78).
Living in more than one culture means receiving multiple messages at the same time that,
from time to time, can contradict each other. In borderlands, while Chicana culture
communicates one set of values, Mexican-indigenous culture communicates another. These
references are habitually incompatible to create a cultural collusion, un choque (78). As a
result of these conflicts in communication, the subject unconsciously perceives these attacks
personally as attacks on her identity and triggers a defensive response called a counterstance.
The counterstance is the initial reaction to oppression. The subject moves with pride and
becomes defiant. However, this oppositional stance is very limiting because it is as if they are

locked into a duel of oppressor and oppressed. Locked in mortal combat like the cop and the



criminal, both are reduced to a common denominator of violence (78). So the counterspace is

essentially a trap that keeps the subject from moving.

This state, before nepantla, is mentally devastating for the subject as the Chicana
experiences a split in her form. She is a soul between two worlds, and her head is filled with
contradicting voices (78). As a result, she feels more alienated from both Mexican and Anglo

culture, belonging fully to neither, and finds herself in the middle of psychological suffering.

The transition to the Nepantla state does not happen rapidly or smoothly. It operates
as a reframing of the condition, the feeling of being torn between ways. Instead of perceiving
this as a disease that needs to be cured, it has to start recognizing this condition as a

fundamental piece for turning the borderlands into a site of power and knowledge.

The crucial turning point for the Chicana is when she stops trying to resolve the
conflict and instead accepts the fact that resolution is impossible. Nepantla is not something
to escape from but something to be embraced so the mestiza consciousness can bloom. When
Anzaldta defines Nepantla as the constant state of transition, she is trying to tell us that there
is no possible stabilization of identity in the borderlands. The subject has to flow through this

state rather than experiencing it as a loss or failure.

Stability becomes overrated for the Chicana woman and gives her power instead of
dragging her down. As she moves toward nepantla, she begins to reconsider and revalue what
she once saw as a weakness trait. The contradictions that once caused chaos in her mind
become the tools of a new form of thinking and being. Anzaldua describes this as the mestiza
learning to exist on both shores at once, sustaining contradictions rather than resolving them
(78). The subject, in this process, develops what Anzaldua calls a tolerance for
contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity (79). Rather than choosing one side of the border,

the mestiza learns to grasp the multiple truths simultaneously. She no longer asks what she is,



but learn to be all of the things at once. In this shift, the subjects start to move toward a
synthesis consciousness or the consciousness of the mestiza and transcend the binary

framework entirely by refusing to be contained and limited within it (79).

Anzaldta describes the mestiza in nepantla as someone who continuously walks out
of one culture and into another, for she is all of the cultures at the same time (77). This
situation is no longer experienced as a fragmentation but as multiplicity. The subject becomes
a bridge and travels between the worlds, able to perceive and navigate multiple realities at the
same time. This means that the subject’s cultivation of la facultad becomes fully operative.
She develops an ability to see how systems interact and interconnect. This is the
epistemological advantage of the borderlands, for it is a knowledge that can only come from

being forced to occupy multiple subject positions at once.

The chaos experienced within nepantla is not only disorienting but also profoundly
productive, generating both epistemic insight and political potential by positioning the subject
at the threshold where transformative change becomes possible. By refusing to pick or accept
a singular identity, the mestiza rejects the very category of identifying itself. This positioning
avoids falling into a simplistic dualistic dilemma, instead enabling a critique of boundaries
and an understanding of how different systems of oppression interact simultaneously.
However, one of the most important points we need to remember is the fact that Anzaldta’s
theorization of the mestiza consciousness fundamentally rejects identity as a stable political
base. While resistance originates within the borderlands, the site of resistance and creation, it
is not meant to culminate there, nor should it become a possessive, trauma-based identity.
The fluid and free form of this theory is the crucial aspect. The borderlands function as an
interstitial space from which the subject aspires to move beyond the edge of the border-space

toward collective action.



For scholar Anna Nasser, Gloria Anzaldta’s theory of coalition is fundamentally
rooted in relentless rejection of fixed boundaries and a continuous necessity of movement, a
dynamic Nasser identifies as a politics of mobility from interstices (2). This framework
moves beyond group unity that might blend differences and instead enables propositional

coalition-making based on shifting commonalities.

Nasser’s critical intervention into Anzaldta’s theory fundamentally reshapes the way
we understand the political stakes of the mestiza consciousness. Rather than reading
Anzaldta’s borderlands as a site of identity formation or cultural hybridity, Nasser argues that
Anzaldta’s theoretical project is primarily concerned with articulating a politics of mobility
from the interstices, which is a framework that transforms the margins into launching pads
for collective political action. These interstices are not the destination, but starting points.
This interpretation is important because it shows that the mestiza consciousness is a practical,

outward-looking strategy for coalition building.

Nasser thinks that the interstices are the cracks between different worlds, the spaces
where multiple systems of oppression come together and where border-dwellers develop the
capacity to see from multiple perspectives simultaneously. Both the borderlands and the
interstices are central elements in Anzaldua’s thoughts, but they represent different levels of
analysis and distinct political functions. The Borderlands is the historical and psychological
territory of crisis, while the interstices are the highly specific, dynamic points within that
territory from which political knowledge and outward action are launched. So, the interstices
are the specific cracks or dynamic points of convergence within the broader landscape where

different systems of oppression like racism, sexism, and classism intersect.

10



As Anna Nasser emphasizes, the interstices function primarily as an epistemological
vantage point and a political strategy hub, rather than a general geographical space. As stated
before, being positioned in the interstices means understanding how multiple forces of
domination operate simultaneously and relationally. The political significance of the
interstices is that they are not destinations for retreat or insulation but, instead, starting points.
They provide the critical insight necessary to articulate a politics of mobility that demands the
subject move beyond the localized boundaries of the border. Therefore, the key difference
between borderlands and the interstices lies in function and orientation. The borderlands are
the container where the trauma of collision happens, and consciousness emerges out of
necessity. The interstices are the political engine that transforms the conscious trauma into a

methodology for collective action.

However, what Nasser is trying to do is not take Anzaldua’s theory in a different
direction. Rather, she is correcting what other scholars misread, excavating what was
overlooked in the original text rather than directing it into political ends. In fact, by doing this
work of interpretation, she is introducing the main element that turns Anzaldua’s theory into a
methodological action. She notes that Anzaldua’s constant rejection of identity as a base for
political action is widely overlooked (2). Nasser argues that Anzaldta’s actual theoretical
project was always about rejecting identity-based politics altogether in favor of what Nasser
calls a politics of mobility from interstices (7). In accordance with this interpretation,
Anzaldta was always a theorist who used narrative resistance as a tool for coalition building
and activism, not primarily as a tool for individual identity recovery. The storytelling and
autobiography that Anzaldaa practices are acts of political imagination, crafting the stories
and concepts necessary to forge incisive alliances and propel a politics of mobility towards

liberation.
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Thus, the borderland is definitively an intersectional and political location, for it is the
site where the lived experience of multiple, clashing systems of oppression generates a
conscious subject capable of articulating new alliances across differences. This political
subject does not remain confined to one position and helps create the primary methodological
element to establish intersectionality. The borderlands are born as a result of a wound, and
intersectionality is what defines this wound. The borderland subject does not stay passive
under the oppression, on the contrary, she is actively transforming herself and the ideology
from where she is positioned. As Anzaldua articulates, this consciousness emerges from the
necessity of survival, the mestiza has to be able to function in a pluralistic, multi-centered
world. This functionality is not merely adaptive; it is fundamentally analytical. The
borderland subject develops what might be called an epistemological privilege born of
marginalization; she sees the machinery of domination precisely because she experiences it
from multiple angles simultaneously. Even though Crenshaw’s intersectionality does not
embrace this view of the margin fully, Borderland’s generative capacity, combined with
thestructural diagnostic insight that Crenshaw articulates, creates an epistemological privilege

which is a way of seeing and knowing that emerges from lived marginalization.
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2. Intersectionality: Structural Oppression and Mestiza Consciousness

Building on the framework of the borderlands as a space of crisis and mobility from
the interstices using Nasser’s foundational work, this section transitions from establishing a
location of compounded experience to articulating the systematic tools required to analyze
the oppression encountered there. If Gloria Anzaldua’s concept of the croosroads defines the
geographical and psychological site of this subordination, Kimberle Crenshaw’s framework
of intersectionality provides the essential methodological tools to map its structures.
Anzaldua, in this sense, is a trailblazer for showing how intersectionality plays a role in
border theory and feminist works. While Crenshaw’s intersectionality provides the
methodological tools, Anzaldia’s work offers the philosophical and political contents to fill
that methodology. This is the reason why reading and studying these theorists together is
crucial for the development of feminist and political frameworks. Anzaldua’s existential
claims and Crenshaw’s structural analysis come together, and the borderland becomes

inseparable from intersectional analysis.

Crenshaw’s foundational work, published in 1991, ’Mapping the Margins:
Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color” exposes how
feminism and race studies systematically neglect and disappoint women of color. These
studies lack the analysis of how race and oppression intersect. Crenshaw argues that identity
politics ironically makes things harder for people of color and weakens their strength while
claiming to be a source of community and intellectuality. The failure lies not in the ability to
transcend difference, but in the opposite, that it frequently conflates or ignores intragroup

differences. Here, what Crenshaw is trying to tell us is how the very political movements
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designed to protect marginalized groups can paradoxically marginalize those situated at

intersecting identity positions.

Crenshaw points out that the experiences of women of color are frequently the
product of intersecting patterns of racism and sexism, and these experiences are often not
represented within the discourse of either feminism or antiracism (3). This is because identity
politics falters by failing to transcend difference despite being a source of strength. Instead, st
frequently conflates or ignores intagroup differences. In the context of violence against
women, this elision of difference is fundamentally problematic because the violence many

women experience is shaped by other dimensions of their identities, such as race and class.

Because of their intersectional identity as both women and of color within discourses
structured to respond to one or the other, women of color are marginalized within both.
Intersectionality is thus introduced as a methodology to denote how race, gender, and class
interact simultaneously to shape the numerous dimensions of experience (5). This framework
reveals that women of color are situated at the intersection of two marginalized groups
organizing along separate political axes. The resulting marginalization means their identity is
rhetorically disempowered, and their experiences cannot be told effectively within traditional
structures (7). This methodological and political absence diagnosed by Crenshaw is precisely
what Anzaldta’s La Frontera addresses through narrative and poetic form. However,
Anzaldua’s response is not to create a new, stable borderland identity but to propose a
methodological and political project rooted in the mobility of interstices as stated by Nasser
in the previous section of the chapter. By articulating and theorizing the consciousness
generated at the intersection of multiple oppressions, the borderlands function as the
generative source of resistance. This perspective uses the critical insight gained from

navigating intersecting power structures to build coalitions that refuse fixed categories
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altogether and demand a continuous politics of mobility that moves beyond the edges of the

border-space toward collective liberation.

On the other hand, structural intersectionality refers to how interlocking systems of
domination, such as race, class, and gender, converge to shape the actual experiences of
women of color, making their reality qualitatively different from that of white women or men
of color. Anzaldua articulates this convergence through her famous formulation at the

beginning of her essay, which explains the border:

The actual physical border that I'm dealing with in this book is the Texas-U.S.
Southwest/Mexican border... Hatred, anger, and exploitation are the prominent

features of this landscape... It's not a comfortable territory to live in (1).

This is not merely geographical but intersectional in Crenshaw’s sense. Crenshaw
distinguishes between structural intersectionality and political intersectionality, which are two
dimensions that illuminate how Anzaldua’s borderlands function as both a material and a
theoretical site of compounded oppression. Structural intersectionality refers to how the
positioning of women of color at the intersection of race and gender hierarchies creates a
qualitatively different experience of subordination than that of either white women or men of
color. Crenshaw illustrates this through her analysis of battered women's shelters in Los
Angeles, where poor, unemployed women of color seeking shelter from domestic violence
confront not only intimate male violence but also the converging systems of economic
hazard, discriminatory housing practices, and lack of access to employment. Crenshaw states

this argument clearly by saying:

Where systems of race, gender, and class domination converge, in the context of
battered women of color, the experiences of women who do not share the same class or race

backgrounds help explain the different obstacles faced by women who share different race or
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class experiences, and thus will be limited in their capacity to address the actual needs of

women of color (7).

Anzaldta’s description of the borderlands articulates precisely this structural
intersectionality as a lived experience. The borderlands, she writes, emerge whenever two or
more cultures edge each other, where people of different races occupy the same territory,
where under, lower, middle, and upper classes touch. Where the space between two
individuals shrinks with intimacy. This is not a metaphorical description but a materialization
of what Crenshaw identifies as the structural convergence of race, class, and gender
hierarchies. The people Anzaldua talks about in her works, especially women and queer
people, are under an oppression that can’t be reduced to one main cause. The oppression for

them is a result of their plural existence in both racial and gender domination systems.

Anzaldta explains this layered reality more by talking about la mojada, the
undocumented immigrant woman who is marginalized by multiple systems of domination
coming together. As an undocumented woman, she is not simply subject to anti-immigrant
racism; she is also vulnerable to gender-based violence, labor exploitation, and sexual
coercion precisely because her status as undocumented makes her invisible to legal
protection. Crenshaw identifies the same structural problem in her analysis of immigrant
battered women: the marriage fraud provisions of the Immigration and Nationality Act bind
immigrant women to their abusers because leaving the relationship means deportation. The
violence these women experience is thus not purely gender-based, but it is intersectional. It
emerges from the convergence of patriarchal control and immigration law, creating a "matrix

of domination" that locks immigrant women into abusive relationships (Collins).

What Anzaldta theorizes as the condition of the atravesados, those who cross over,
pass over, or go through the confines of the normal, is structurally identical to what Crenshaw

identifies as the position of women of color at the intersection of multiple hierarchies.
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Anzaldta writes that “’Los atravesados live here: the squint-eyed, the perverse, the queer, the
troublesome, the mongrel, the mulato, the half-breed, the half-dead... The prohibited and
forbidden are its inhabitants" (3). This description captures not only the psychological
alienation of occupying contradictory social positions, but also the material vulnerability
produced by structural intersectionality. The atravesado is prohibited and forbidden on
multiple grounds, on grounds of race, on grounds of sexuality, on grounds of gender
non-conformity, and on grounds of class. This is structural intersectionality: the way in which
interlocking systems of domination converge to produce a qualitatively different form of

subordination.

Crenshaw’s concept of political intersectionality reveals a fundamental structural
problem within dominant modes of political organising. Women of color are systematically
silenced within movements structured around single-axis categories, whether it is feminist or
antiracist. When feminist movements address gender violence without centering race and
immigration status, they render invisible the specific barriers facing women of color. (4) On
the contrary, when antiracist movements strategically suppress discussion of gendered
violence to protect community image, they strategically silence women of color’s experiences
of compounded oppression. This silencing, Crenshaw states, is not accidental but structural. It
emerges from the very logic of identity politics, which frequently conflates or ignores
intragroup differences despite sometimes being a source of strength (7). As a result, women
of color occupying the intersection of multiple marginalized categories become rhetorically
disempowered. Their identities and experiences cannot be adequately articulated within

frameworks organized around one axis of oppression alone.

Yet both Crenshaw and Anzaldua argue that this intersectional position, while painful
and marginalizing, also generates a particular form of political consciousness and analytical

power. This is the paradox at the heart of their shared intellectual project, which is the very
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position of structural invisibility simultaneously produces epistemological privilege. Women
of color silenced within both feminist and antiracist discourses occupy a unique vantage point
from which to perceive what each movement obscures (8). They can see that gender violence
is racialized and that racial oppression is gendered. They perceive the inadequacy of
single-axis frameworks not as abstract theory but as lived experience. This perception is not
merely a burden of victimization but a form of critical insight from which analytical power is

generated precisely through the experience of navigating intersecting systems of power.

Crenshaw's theoretical contribution is to diagnose this structural problem and thereby
establish the necessity for a new political methodology. She demonstrates the fact that
single-axis organizing systematically fails women of color through a detailed analysis of how
violence against women of color is addressed within dominant political movements (8). This
diagnosis is essential because it proves that existing frameworks are insufficient and new

modes of thinking and political action are needed.

Though Crenshaw’s work is compelling with the diagnosis, it does not fully elaborate
on the process or methodology through which women of color might overcome this structural
silencing and claim political voice and agency. This is exactly when Anzaldia’s theoretical
intervention becomes vital. Anzaldua goes on to describe the methodology that is needed to
overcome the structural problem Crenshaw identifies. She uses mestiza consciousness as a
tool to describe how women of color can use their position under oppression as a source of

creative and political power through nepantla.

also argues that the mestiza consciousness cannot be reduced to basic identity
categories, for it produces a politics of mobility from the interstices, as Nasser describes. The
structural silencing Crenshaw identified becomes a productive, transformational site for
counter politics through Anzaldua’s lens. However, this form of politics asks for a specific

tool that an intersectional subject can use to express her consciousness. This is where
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narrative turns politically necessary. By insisting on telling their stories, women of color
challenge the linear system. The act of storytelling becomes a practice of resistance and does
not feel the need to belong to certain categories, but instead, creates new theories and
ideologies to thrive. Narrative, in this sense, is not merely personal testimony but also a
political methodology through which the intersectional subject claims visibility, articulates
her consciousness, and enacts the politics of mobility that Anzaldua theorizes. This
framework, in which Crenshaw provides the structural justification for why a new
methodology is necessary, and Anzaldta provides the philosophical and political content of
that methodology, is the theoretical foundation for understanding how autobiography and

narrative function as tools for activism and resistance.
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3. The Decolonial Aspect: Solidarity, Representation, and the Borderlands

The intersectional framework established through Anzaldaa’s theory provides the
essential tools for mapping how multiple systems of oppression connect in the lives of
marginalized women. However, this framework, while powerful, is primarily rooted in the
specific geopolitical context of the United States and the U.S.-Mexico border. To extend this
analysis to a global scale, the theoretical structure must be expanded to account for Chandra
Talpade Mohanty, and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak identify as the global dimensions of
women's oppression. These theorists challenge the mainstream Western feminist idea that
deems the white woman’s experience as universal. This toxic ideology erases the key
historical aspects and women of color’s fight for freedom, which shape women’s lives in the

global south.

Decolonial and postcolonial feminisms are more than an additional part of
intersectionality, but rather an extension of the thought that is committed to placing the ways
colonialism, imperialism, and capitalism produced specific forms of gender subordination at
the center. Decolonial feminism, as Mohanty states, emerges from the work of women of
color and Third World feminists who insist that gender oppression cannot be analyzed in
isolation but must be understood as deeply intertwined with global structures of colonialism,
capitalism, and racism (50). Decolonial feminism focuses on decolonizing feminist theory,
which involves dismantling the colonial discourses embedded within scholarship that centers
the West. Mohanty argues that a significant portion of Western feminist work engages in a
form of discursive colonization by producing the Third World Woman as a singular,

monolithic, and homogenous subject (17). This homogenization ignores the material,
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historical, and cultural specificities that define the lives and struggles of women in formerly

colonized nations and marginalized communities globally.

Mohanty critiques the tendency of Western feminism to focus on universal
sociological principles, such as a singular, monolithic notion of patriarchy, which defines
women primarily in terms of their victim or object status rather than as historical agents (23).
On the contrary, decolonial feminism calls for an observation of the ways that power
functions through particular relations of ruling, illustrating how racial, sexual, and class
ideologies are reproduced through such systems as global capitalism. Rather than basing
universal sisterhood on gender similarity, decolonial feminism positions solidarity as the
primary mode of alliance (116). This solidarity must be constructed through political struggle
and a shared understanding of it instead of sameness or monolithic identity. Thus, decolonial
feminism calls for an antiracist and anticapitalist form of politics. As a result, the construction
of a complex and particular identity through narrative becomes a key political tool for
decolonial feminism. This narrative practice moves beyond fixed identity politics by focusing
on achieving a more precise, transformative feminist politics grounded in the historical and

cultural locations and common contexts of struggle.

An important thing to remember while analyzing and merging Anzaldua’s theory and
decolonial feminism is the difference between decolonial feminism and postcolonial
feminism. Decolonial feminism, as shown through Mohanty’s ideas and examples, is an
active, transformative practice, which is one of the main reasons why it is so fitting to
Anzaldta’s border theory since Anzaldua also talks about a transformative, politically active
consciousness that does not favor stability. Decolonial feminism emphasizes the ongoing
project of actively dismantling colonial logics. Postcolonial feminism, on the other hand,

often describes a historical period and analyzes the effects and stays stable.
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Central to Mohanty's critique that is worth expanding is her exposure of what she
calls the "binary analytic" through which Western feminist discourse operates (22). This is
not only a methodological problem but also a deeply political one that reveals a structural
pattern of domination. By constructing the Third World Woman as victimized, tradition
bound, and lacking agency, Western feminist scholarship implicitly constructs itself as the
normative referent, which is educated, modern, sexually liberated, and capable of personal
choice. This binary opposition serves the intellectual and political interests of Western
feminists while obscuring the actual complexities and the agency of the Third World Woman
(21). Mohanty demonstrates this mechanism through precise historical and economic
analysis. She argues that the problem is structural, not individual. It is not simply about the
discussion whether the Western feminists are ignorant or prejudiced, but rather the very logic
of Western feminist scholarship privileges Western women as the standart agains which all

others are measured and found wanting. She writes:

The distinction between Western feminist representation of women in the Third World
and Western feminist self-presentation is a distinction of the same order as that made
by some Marxists between the 'maintenance' function of the housewife and the real
'‘productive' role of wage labor, or the characterization by developmentalists of the
Third World as being engaged in the lesser production of 'raw materials' in contrast to
the 'real' productive activity of the First World. These distinctions are made on the
basis of the privileging of a particular group as the norm or referent. Men involved in
wage labor, First World producers, and, I suggest, Western feminists who sometimes
cast Third World women in terms of 'ourselves undressed' (Rosaldo 1980), all

construct themselves as the normative referent in such a binary analysis (22).

22



The "Third World Woman" becomes a figure of alterity, of backwardness, of
victimization. It becomes a figure whose only task is to validate and obey the political claims

of Western feminist ideology.

Mohanty’s critique of binary opposition parallels Anzaldta’s rejection of dualistic
thinking. Mohanty argues that Western feminism uses binaries to gain control, and Anzaldta
radically rejects the binaries altogether, insisting on the creation of mestiza consciousness to
embrace hybridity and multiplicity. Both theorists recognize that binary thinking, whether
structured as West/Third World, civilized/savage, modern/traditional, is a mechanism of
colonization that flattens complexity and denies agency. However, Anzaldtia moves beyond
critique to offer a transformative practice and says that the border dweller does not simply
expose the binary but inhabits the space between, creating new epistemologies and modes of
being that refuse fixity. In this sense, Mohanty's structural critique finds its political

enactment in Anzaldaa's narrative practice.

The consequence of Mohanty's binary analysis is the production of the average Third
World woman, which is a composite figure constructed through the aggregation of
fragmentary examples from diverse geographical, historical, and cultural contexts (22). This
average woman leads an essentially truncated life based on her feminine gender and her being
Third World in contrast to the implicit self-representation of Western women as educated,
modern, and sexually autonomous. Yet this monolithic construction is precisely what
Anzaldta's mestiza consciousness resists. By narrating the borderlands as a space of
proliferating identities and mobile consciousness, Anzaldua refuses the possibility of such
averaging, insisting instead on the irreducible particularity and complexity of the border

subject.

Mohanty’s argument here performs a decolonization of feminist theory by identifying

and challenging the underlying colonial logics embedded within Western feminist
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scholarship. While her critique is highly relevant to postcolonial studies, the framework she
puts together is a decolonizing project because it moves beyond merely describing the
historical effects of colonialism towards actively positioning a framework for mutual
accountability, common contexts of struggle and transformation across borders, which makes

her even closer to Anzaldua’s theory.

Mohanty further demonstrates that this discursive colonization has concrete material
effects. The construction of the "Third World Woman" as a monolithic, victimized category
shapes the international development of the discourse and the formulation of global women’s
issues. It influences what kinds of problems are important, whose voice needs to be heard,
and whose solutions should be taken into account. Western feminist notions of women’s
freedom are universalized as the norm towards which all women must strive, totally erasing
the fact that these definitions are made in specific historical contexts, most of which do not

regard the women of color.

In response, Mohanty argues for a methodological approach based on what she calls
historically specific analysis. Instead of positioning universal subjects who are relevant to
Third World situations, feminist analysis must pay close attention to specific historical
conjunctures, colonialisms, and material conditions that characterize the struggles od specific
group of women. This is not a call for relativism but simply an insistence that theory should
be grounded on historical reality and remain in touch with the women’s experiences

worldwide:

My argument holds for any discourse that sets up its own authorial subjects as
the implicit referent, that is, the yardstick by which to encode and represent cultural
others. It is in this move that power is exercised in discourse... A careful, historically

specific, and politically attentive analysis must replace the sweeping generalizations
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that have characterized much Western feminist scholarship on Third World women
(21).

This methodological move is crucial because it allows for the recognition of Third
World women as theorists, historians, and political actors in their own right. This is
fundamentally decolonial because it demands and embodies the decolonial critique by
challenging the Eurocentric epistemological center and proposing a historically grounded
counter-methodology, aiming to restore the agency and political subjectivity of women
marginalized by imperialist and capitalist relations of ruling. It creates space for attention to
how Third World women have articulated their own understandings of oppression, their own
visions of liberation, and their own strategic responses to colonialism, nationalism, racism,
and patriarchy. It opens the possibility of genuine intellectual and political solidarity based
not on Western feminist "rescue" of victimized Third World women, but on recognition of

shared struggles and mutual learning across difference.

Anzaldta's work, in many ways, is a negation of the category of these Third World
women. By locating herself as a theorist, poet, spiritual guide, and political visionary, she
resists the implied mandate to position herself as a victim of Chicano patriarchy and
heteronormative oppression. Instead, she articulates a complex analysis of how multiple
systems of oppression intersect in the lives of Chicana women, and she proposes a
transformative political vision that emerges not from victimization but from the intellectual
and spiritual resources of her own borderland location. Her refusal to write in a single
language, her mixing of Spanish and English, and her incorporation of myth, history, and
theory all constitute acts of resistance to the Western academic and literary conventions that

would demand she make herself comprehensible to a normative, customary audience.

Mohanty’s decolonial theory is vital as she exposes the structural mechanisms through

which Western feminist discourse colonizes the Third World Woman and insists that
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solidarity must be built on mutual accountability, recognition of common contexts of
struggle, and the irreducible complexity of marginalized subjects. However, her framework
does not fully answer the crucial question of the nature of representation. This is when Spivak

comes along and deepens the decolonial critique through her concept of epistemic violence.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's essay "Can the Subaltern Speak?" published in 1988,
expands the decolonial feminist critique established by Mohanty, moving beyond the question
of how Western feminists misrepresent Third World women to ask the fundamental question
“’what are the conditions under which subaltern voices can be heard, recognized, and taken
seriously as knowledge?” (80). The term subaltern here primarily refers to subordinated
populations in colonial and postcolonial contexts who are systematically denied agency and
representation within dominant historical and political narratives. The concept originates in
Antonio Gramsci’s work on "subaltern classes," referring to groups that struggle for
movement into the political hegemony, seeking to determine the production of history as
narrative (78). The Subaltern study explicitly attempts to rethink colonial historiography from
the perspective of the marginalized groups, dealing with the problem of giving them
permission to narrate (79). However, Spivak points out that the true subaltern is precisely the
subject that cannot speak or know itself, noting that the intellectual’s privilege is their loss in
this context. Spivak argues that the subaltern, as female, is even more profoundly effaced,

experiencing a double effacement by both imperialism and patriarchy (82).

Through Mohanty’s statement about the subaltern, we can say that it shares
similarities with Anzaldta’s Chicana women, but they are not identical. Understanding this
relationship can infact clarify how Anzaldua’s work functions as a decolonial response to the
problem Spivak identifies. Both Mohanty’s subaltern and Anzaldua’s Chicano subject are
systematically marginalized and denied representation in dominant discourse. They are both

subject to multiple intersecting options such as race, class, gender, and sexuality. They are
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positioned outside the hegemonic structures of power and denied epistemological legitimacy
by having been rendered invisible bycolonial and patriarchal systems. However, their
difference is critical and should be understood wisely. While Mohanty states that the subject
cannot speak or know itself within existing structures, Anzalda argues that subjects should
create new language and consciousness to speak. This shows us that their relationship is very
much supportive as Anzaldia’s theory becomes a solution to Spivak’s problem. Anzaldua’s
decolonial methodology, which lies in her mestiza consciousness, acts as a resolving,

revolutionary idea.

To fully appreciate the radicality and necessity of the mestiza’s strategic narrative
self-making, we must first confront the sheer scale of the discursive violence that makes
unmediated representation so difficult. This demands a more thorough engagement with the
mechanics of colonial power that Spivak critiques. Spivak starts her critical analysis by
tracing the history of colonialism and imperialism and shows that even as Western
intellectuals, activists and colonial administrators were claiming to be doing good for
colonized people, they were also appropriating and rewriting the experiences of the subaltern
through their discourse. The subaltern could not simply speak and be understood. Every said
thing had to be translated, explained, and legitimized by Western intellectuals before it could

circulate as meaningful knowledge. Spivak writes:

For the subaltern group, whose identity is its difference, there is no
unrepresentable subaltern subject that can know and speak itself; the intellectual's
solution is not to abstain from representation. The problem is that the subject's
itinerary has not been traced so as to offer an object of seduction to the representing
intellectual. In the slightly dated language of the Indian group, the question becomes,
How can we touch the consciousness of the people, even as we investigate their

politics? With what voice-consciousness can the subaltern speak? Their project, after
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all, is to rewrite the development of the consciousness of the Indian nation. The
planned discontinuity of imperialism rigorously distinguishes this project, however
old-fashioned its articulation, from 'rendering visible the medical and juridical

mechanisms that surrounded the story [of Pierre Riviere]' (80).

Spivak is not saying that subaltern can’t literally speak but she is saying that in the
structures of colonialism and patriarchy, subaltern speech does not automatically enter into
the register of legitimate testimony or knowledge. The speech has to be mediated through
systems such as academic and journalistic discourses. A crucial part of Spivak’s argument is
her analysis of what happens when Western intellectuals try to represent the subaltern
subjects. Instead of helping, by claiming to speak for the subaltern, these intellectuals enact a
form of epistemic closure. They shut down the potential of the subaltern to speak for
themselves. The subaltern’s own telling of their experience is reduced to simple material for
the intellectual to rewrite and give meaning. Here, the intellectual assumes the role of the

authority, and nothing progresses.

Spivak’s analysis is very helpful here to understand that representation functions on
two levels, which are political advocacy and intellectual portrayal. The danger with this isthat
when intellectuals conflate these two forms of representation, they effectively silence the
subaltern again. The subaltern becomes an obedient vessel whose voice is controlled by the
intellectual. This problem is particularly bad in the colonial and postcolonial contexts that
Spivak examines. The colonized subject has been systematically denied access to education,
property, political participation, and public voice. When a Western or metropolitan
intellectual claims to speak for or about such a subject, they are claiming authority over
someone whose actual voice has been systematically suppressed. The intellectual's
representation, no matter how sympathetic or well-intentioned, can only ever be a

representation. Spivak gives an example of this using a historical example. She talks about
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the widow immolation in colonial India and how colonial administrations and British
feminists claimed to be saving Indian women from this practice, yet, by doing so, they
reduced the Indian women to a victim category. The subaltern woman appears in the
discourse only as a victim to be rescued, not as a subject with her own understanding of her

situation.

Given this seemingly intractable problem, Spivak does not propose that intellectuals
and activists simply abstain from representation. She also does not suggest that subaltern
subjects can unproblematically speak for themselves without any mediation through
institutional systems. Instead, she proposes a concept that has become influential in
postcolonial and decolonial theory, which is called strategic essentialism. Strategic
essentialism is a pragmatic and provisional political strategy through which marginalized
groups may temporarily adopt a unified identity or essence for the purposes of political
mobilization and resistance. The term "essentialism" refers to the claim that a group shares

some fundamental, defining characteristic or identity.

Spivak elaborates and argues that if in the context of colonial production, the
subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in
shadow (82). Yet despite this shadow, women do organize, resist, and create
counter-narratives. They may do so, Spivak suggests, through strategic essentialism.
temporarily and tactically adopting a unified subject position for purposes of resistance, while

remaining aware that this subject position is a construction, not a truth.

Spivak's framework raises profound questions about authority and legitimacy. If
Western intellectuals cannot unproblematically represent subaltern subjects, then what gives
Nafisi and Anzaldua the authority to represent themselves, to theorize their own experiences,
to claim to speak about resistance? Spivak thinks the answer lies in the relationship between

the subject and the narrator. When the marginalized subject tells her own story, she is actively
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taking part in a political act, unlike the Western intellectuals who claim to represent them.
The reason for this is not even about whose voice matters the most, but the fact that narration
of the self challenges the intellectual and political authority that used to deny these women’s
experiences. Yet Spivak's theory also suggests caution here. Even as Anzaldua and Nafisi
claim authority to narrate themselves, they do so through available literary and intellectual
forms. Anzaldaa writes a personal essay that combines theory and autobiography. Nafisi
writes a memoir that appeals to Western literary sensibilities. Both texts circulate within
institutional systems that were not designed with marginalized women in mind. Therefore, to
a certain extent, even the acts of self narration entail a strategic negotiation with the very
systems that Spivak defines as problematic. This does not imply that Anzaldta and Nafisi
have been unsuccessful, instead, it says that no position is completely outside of the
institutional systems of representation. We need epistemological awareness in order to be

aware of this fact and change those systems from within.
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4. From Border Theory to Intersectionality to bell hooks

If Mohanty's critique reveals the violence of Western feminist universalism, then bell
hooks's work offers a constructive alternative, a model of feminist solidarity that is
deliberately attentive to difference, location, and the material conditions that shape women's
lives. Where Mohanty identifies the problem, hooks provides a route map toward a
decolonial feminist praxis grounded in authentic connection across boundaries of race, class,

nation, and geography.

In her 2000 work Feminism Is for Everybody: Passionate Politics, hooks begins with
a foundational redefinition that stands in stark contrast to the universalizing impulses
Mohanty critiques. hooks begins her introduction with a striking and honest statement,

saying:

Feminism is a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression. (...) I
liked this definition because it did not imply that men were the enemy. By naming
sexism as the problem, it went directly to the heart of the matter. Practically, it is a
definition which implies that all sexist thinking and action is the problem, whether
those who perpetuate it are female or male, child or adult. It is also broad enough to
include an understanding of systemic institutionalized sexism. To understand
feminism, it implies one has to necessarily understand sexism. As a definition, it is

open-ended (1).

This definition may seem simple, but it accomplishes something crucial for it recenters
feminism not on the identity of women as an abstract category, but on a political commitment

to ending oppression. bell hooks avoid the trap of characterizing feminism as anti-sexism as
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opposed to a women’s movement. For her, feminism is a conscious political stance that
anyone can practice rather than something that all women inevitably represents. This makes it

possible for solidarity to be founded on political commitment rather than identity.

While Mohanty and Anzaldua theorize new epistemologies to escape Western
feminist colonization, bell hooks identifies metaphysical dualism as the deeper philosophical
root. By connecting the spiritual foundations of oppression to its political manifestations,
hooks reveals that decolonial feminist practice requires not just new theories but a
transformation of consciousness, a move away from either/or thinking toward what she calls
"creation-centered" spirituality that honors multiplicity, embodiment, and relationality rather

than hierarchy and control (106).

hooks is deeply critical of what she calls the "identity politics" that came to dominate
feminist movements, particularly as feminism became institutionalized within academia. She
argues that the shift from spaces where women gathered to articulate their shared experiences
of oppression to academic institutionalization led to a dangerous depoliticization of feminist
work (23). Sisterhood, as it was articulated in white-dominated feminist spaces, often
functioned as another form of erasure. It worked as a demand that women of different races,
classes, and nationalities suppress their differences in order to unite around a shared identity
as "women." But hooks insists that authentic solidarity requires the opposite. It requires a
deliberate, ongoing engagement with difference, an acknowledgment of how our positions

within systems of power differ, and a commitment to struggle together (15).

Hooks develops this concept through what she calls "the politics of location” and
explains it in her 1989 article > Choosing the Margin as a Space of Radical Openness’” The
politics of location insists that where we stand in our specific social, economic, racial, and
geographical positioning, shapes our understanding of oppression and our capacity to build

effective resistance in an important way. hooks bases solidarity on loving consciousness
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rather than pursuing a unity by asserting that all women are sisters. This is an effort to
maintain connections despite differences. An effort to listen to people whose experiences are
different from the norm and to acknowledge that liberation is a group endeavour that needs

the involvement of those who are most impacted and marginalized by the oppressive systems.

A crucial dimension of hooks's model of feminist solidarity is the centrality she places
on narrative, testimony, and story sharing as the foundation for political connection. While
Mohanty critiques how Western feminist discourse appropriates and colonizes the narratives
of Third World women, hooks insists that deliberately sharing our stories and our testimonies

of oppression and resistance is exactly the practice through which authentic solidarity is built.

This emphasis on narrative and testimony as the ground of solidarity is directly
connected to narrative activism and resistance through storytelling. Narrative activism and
resistance through storytelling are related to this focus on narrative as the foundation of
solidarity. According to hooks, sharing one’s story is a deeply political act that fosters unity

and collective liberation rather than just being personal or a form of meditation.

Importantly, hooks maintains that this solidarity based on testimony needs to be
dialogical and reciprocal. True solidarity means that all participants, especially those who
benefit from the system the most, should engage in a critique of complicity in systems of
oppression. Third world women telling their stories while Western women listen is simply not

enough.

The resonance between hooks' politics of location and Anzaldua's mestiza
consciousness is profound. Both theorists insist on a form of consciousness that embraces
complexity as the necessary foundation for political work. Anzaldta's refusal to choose
between her identities is precisely the practice that hooks is referring to when she argues for

solidarity grounded in the full recognition of difference. Moreover, both Anzaldua and hooks
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share a commitment to understanding resistance as emerging from the margins. Anzaldia
writes of the borderlands as a place of pain and possibility; hooks similarly insists that those
most harmed by patriarchy and imperialism are those best positioned to imagine and enact
liberation. This is not a romanticized celebration of suffering but a recognition that those who
survive multiple forms of oppression develop sophisticated, complex analyses of how power
operates and how it might be transformed. Both theorists are arguing that oppression, while
devastating, also generates knowledge and consciousness that is valuable not only for the

oppressed but for humanity as a whole.
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Chapter 2: Literature as Rebellion

1. The Theocratic Borderlands: Anzaldta, Nafisi, and Exile

At first glance, the Texas-Mexico border and the tense streets of post-revolutionary
Tehran appear worlds apart, separated by lines on the map, history, and culture. However,
when read together, Gloria Anzaldta’s Borderlands/La Frontera and Azar Nafisi’s Reading
Lolita in Tehran reveal an interesting and significant thematic kinship. This chapter argues
that the Iran depicted by Nafisi functions as a theocratic borderland, a space of ideological
and psychological violence that mirrors Anzaldia’s geopolitical border. By framing Nafisi’s
Tehran through the theoretical lens of Anzaldua’s border theory, we can understand her
progressive reading group not merely in terms of intellectual dissent but as a site for the
cultivation of a new decolonial consciousness. Perhaps a mestiza consciousness born from

the state-imposed wounds.

When Gloria Anzaldua described the border as an open wound, she articulated the
psychological violence endemic to spaces where competing systems of power collide.
Borders take many forms and that is why Azar Nafisi’s experiences in Iran paint a different
picture of Anzaldua’s borderland. This is a result of blending of the various geographical
regions and colonial legacies. In Iran, theocratic border is established through law, culture
and body rather than a geographical aspect. The theocratic border aims to impose a single
identity that prohibits the self from existing as nothing but an obedient object and includes
the Islamic Repiblic’s system of mandatory veiling, surveillance, and narratives controlled by

the state.
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Adapting border theory to the post-revolutionary Iran context shows how concepts
like nepantla and mestiza consciousness illuminate Nafisi’s experiences and the intellectual,
sentimental exile she goes through. The theocratic border we deeply observe in Nafisi’s work
operates similarly to Anzaldta’s nepantla, a state of constant transformation and creation. It
works because it creates a psychological and intellectual in-betweenness for those who resist
oppressions. These two come together in the common ground of a dilemma. However, in
Anzaldta’s borderlands, we see this oppression and crisis creating a possibility of mestiza
consciousness, whereas under the Islamic Republic’s regime, this possibility is totally
eliminated as mestiza consciousness is about seeing from multiple perspectives, and the
Iranian regime is trying to erase every other possible point of view from people’s lives,
especially women. Nafisi becomes the rebellious intellectual and carries the mestiza in
herself, hides it in her apartment, and shares its wisdom with her students, who break the veil

as soon as they step into Nafisi’s living room, both literally and figuratively.

The difference between Anzaldua and Nafisi’s borders is the way they came into
creation. In Nafisi’s condition, the border she faces is not geographic but systemic. Nafisi’s
work makes us question what happens when the border is erected through ideology. The
theocratic border in Nafisi’s world operates through three main mechanisms, the first being
the mandatory veil and bodily control. The veil is not only a garment that covers the face of a
woman, but a legal and symbolic boundary that makes her invisible and degraded. The state
uses the mandatory veil rule to control and contain the female body. After the revolution in
1979, Iranian women had to come face to face with the erasure of the hopes they fought for.
The new theocratic regime systematically erased decades of progress and annulled the Family
Protection Act, which protected significant rights for women, including divorce and marriage
rights. The annulment of the act was cruel and even reduced the legal marriage age for girls

to as low as nine years old. Women were exiled from governmental positions and pushed into
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traditional female fields such as teaching and nursing, facing segregation and exclusion in
universities. One of the most important changes happened within months, and the mandatory
hijab became state law. This transformed women’s attire into a tool of ideological
enforcement and a symbol of their erased autonomy, both in public and private spaces. The
veil, in this sense, functions as a bodily border which says the body belongs to the state, it

should be covered and disciplined. The body should be invisible.

In Reading Lolita in Tehran, Nafisi describes the veil not as a choice or a cultural
practice but as an imposition that fundamentally alters women’s relationship to their own
bodies and to public space. She writes about students who describe the veil as suffocating and
a constant reminder of the state’s hand over their bodies. Nafisi observes the psychological
transformation the veil enforces and writes > When my students came into that room, they
took off more than their scarves and robes. Gradually, each one gained an outline and a shape,
becoming her own inimitable self” (15). The veil becomes what Anzaldua might recognize
as a border in a literal sense. Instead of walls, there is a line drawn on a female body that

marks what is acceptable and what should be punished.

The second part of this theocratic mechanism is about surveillance. The theocratic
border is maintained not just through the veil but through an extensive system of surveillance.
The morality police and a wide network of informants transform public and private spaces
into sites of punishment. Women can be harassed and arrested for wearing the veil
incorrectly, and often the punishments can go beyond these. Showing a strand of hair,
walking near a man who is not a family member, or listening to Western music and reading
banned literature can be seen as punishable by the state and its cruel agents. This case of
surveillance creates a constant state of fear and vulnerability for women. This frustration
mirrors Anzaldta’s description of a mental toll in border life. The psychological exhaustion

of constantly navigating a hostile environment, never knowing when one might be punished,
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and simply existing underthe constant threat of state violence tires the body and the mind of
people every second. As Anzaldta notes, borderlands subject experience alienating effects
and a constant state of psychological conflict (63). The theocratic border produces a
permanent state of psychological distress rooted in the knowledge that one’s body,

movements, and thoughts are subject to state scrutiny and punishment.

The most crucial type of control in the mechanism is the control of narrative and
ideology. The theocratic border becomes a realm of knowledge, language, and narrative itself.
The merciless regime does not merely impose control over the female body but also tries to
chain the stories Iranians should tell about themselves. Their history their culture, literature,
cinema, music, and other forms of cultural expressions are subjected to rigorous censorship.
Certain literary texts are banned, and others can be found only in censored versions. Authors
and intellectuals who challenge state ideology face imprisonment or exile. Filmmakers who
are deemed subversive are prosecuted. Universities are purged of faculties that do not commit

to the regime’s ideas of education or thought.

The outcome of this convergence of bodily control, surveillance, and ideological
imprisonment is a state of perpetual crisis. The similarity between the borderlands and Iran
starts here. The borderlands, as Anzaldua also describes, are an intersectional and political
location, for it is the site where the lived experience of multiple systems of oppression creates
a conscious subject capable of articulating new alliances across differences. In Iran, however,
the regime’s explicit aim is to prevent the emergence of this consciousness. Anzaldua’s
borderlands can become generative, but the theocratic border attempts to eliminate
multiplicity altogether. By invoking religious and nationalist rhetorics, it attempts to replace
the mixed reality of the place with a single, pure narrative that labels any hybridity as sinful.
This effort to erase multiplicity silences the potential for nepantla and turns the border from a

site of creative resistance into a place of elimination.
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Similar to the borderlands, Iran is also a place where different forces clash. We must
understand that even though the theocratic border creates a similar collision, the state
attempts to resolve this through coercion rather than the creative synthesis Anzaldua
imagines. The theocratic border also produces crisis and instability as foundational conditions
of existence. Where the borderlands can generate Anzaldua’s la facultad, the theocratic
border seeks to prevent exactly this from happening. The paradox becomes crucial here
because in attempting to impose absolute control on the body politic, the regime
unconsciously creates the very conditions for resistance. Nafisi captures this paradox in a

perfect way and states:

Against the tyranny of time and politics, imagine us the way we sometimes didn't dare
to imagine ourselves: in our most private and secret moments, in the most
extraordinarily ordinary instances of life, listening to music, falling in love, walking
down the shady streets or reading Lolita in Tehran. And then imagine us again with all

this confiscated, driven underground, taken away from us (6).

Another striking paradox we face when we read Nafisi and her works is to do with
exile. Nafisi experiences and describes her condition as one of exile, yet she has not
physically left Iran. She remains in Tehran, where she was born. She does not write from a
distant diaspora but within the nation that oppressed her. Her experience makes us question if
one can truly be exiled without leaving. Nafisi, in order to explain this confusion, shows us
that exile operates at multiple registers simultaneously. The exile she describes is not merely
the physical displacement of leaving Iran but the psychological and spiritual displacement of
remaining in a homeland that has become unrecognizable. The internal exile she experiences

and writes about is to do with memory and reality. Between the Tehran she remembers and
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the Tehranthat exists under the Islamic Republic. One is exiled not from geography but from

the possibility of feeling a belonging to that geographical place.

The internal exile Nafisi describes extends beyond herself, as her students are also
experiencing a similar condition. They are also not exiled from Iran geographically but are
exiled from the possibility of being fully Iranian because of the way the regime defines it to
be. Nafisi describes a student’s experience early in the book and observes her as she comes
into the room. She says that her student, Sanaz, looks harassed, as if she had been running
from a stalker or a thief (10). By describing Sanaz’s hurried entrance, Nafisi shows that even
in the simple act of coming out of a car and going into a building is filled with fear and
vulnerability. They are not even safe traveling to class. This simple example reveals to us that
the exile, in this case, is not from Iran but from safety, from freedom of movement, and from

bodily autonomy.

The question of exile becomes a great part of Nafisi’s experience of education and
teaching in a university as well. Nafisi was forced to leave not because she was incompetent
but because she refused to surrender her intellectual integrity. She describes this specific

event as an amputation of self and writes:

For a long time, I had dreamt of creating a special class, one that would give
me the freedoms denied me in the classes I taught in the Islamic Republic. I wanted to
teach a handful of selected students wholly committed to the study of literature,

students who were not handpicked by the government (6).

It becomes unbearable for her to exist in a space where she should be thriving on
creativity and expression of self, destroyed by the brutal regime. The remarkable thing about
Nafisi’s representation of this experience is that she does not present herself or her students as

passive victims of this exile. Instead, she shows how they actively resist it and develop
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strategies for maintaining their intellectual and spiritual lives despite the constraints placed
upon them. They do this by reading forbidden books, discussing the ideas that are declared
off-limits by the regime, meeting in secret, creating a space where a different kind of

expression of self becomes possible, a free one.

The act of active resistance in the face of systematic oppression is crucial. The
internal exile they experience is not something that happens to them passively or
unknowingly, but rather a condition they navigate, resist and ultimately transform through
collective action. The ayre not only endure exile and oppression but creating new forms of

consciousness, new ways of being together, and new languages of resistance.

What’s most striking about Nafisi’s experience of exile may be the fact that it parallels
Gloria Anzaldua’s own relationship to displacement. These two women, despite being from
incredibly far and systematically different places, come together at the core of belonging or
not belonging. Anzaldua, though she lives on the U.S-Mexico border, which is the
geographical space for her ancestral homeland, describes an intense alienation from coherent
belonging. In Borderlands, she explains how she grew up between two cultures, two natisons
and how this makes her a border woman. Like Nafisi, Anzaldua is geographically home, yet
at the sme time exiled from a stable or recognized identity within either of the dominant
cultures surrounding her. Nafisi articulates the same paradox when she describes how Iran did
not feel like home anymore and emerges in nostalgia. Both women discover that geographic
return does not equal homecoming and that not all reunions are positive. The homeland has
been transformed by forces beyond their control, like colonization and theocratic revolution,
and they themselves have been transformed by their years of displacement. This creates what
we might call a doubled exile. One is exile from the memory of home and the second from
the reality of home as it now exists. Both women must navigate the painful gap between what

home was and what it has become, between who they were and who they were forced to
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become. This displacement, despite geographic presence, is not incidental to their work but
rather the generative condition, a driving force, for the consciousness and resistance they

develop.

Another similarity in Anzaldia and Nafisi’s exiles is their refusal to present it as
merely destructive. Both theorists insist that the pain of living between worlds becomes the
very source of transformative consciousness. Anzaldua says that even though existing with
multiple shifting identities may feel like trying to swim in an alien element, there is an
excitement about being a participant in the further evolution of humankind. The pain of
nepantla and the constant crisis of in-betweenness do not keep her away from transformation.
Similarly, Nafisi transforms her suffering of internal exile into a catalyst for creating her
literary seminar and developing what she describes as a sanctuary. From her realization of
exile, she creates something generative, a space where women can gather in secret, where
forbidden literature becomes a medium for raising consciousness, where a new form of self
emerges through collective reading and discussion. The reading meetings are born not despite
the pain of exile but because of it. Both women demonstrate that the crisis of displacement,
the perpetual in-betweenness of nepantla, becomes the source of a deeper consciousness that
sees more clearly, thinks more critically, and resists oppression creatively. Their pain

becomes their epistemology, and their exile becomes their site of resistance.
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2. Mestiza Consciousness in Nafisi’s Tehran

What lies at the core of Nafisi’s literary seminars in Reading Lolita in Tehran is the
act of removal. The removal of robes, veils, and state oppression marks the threshold of the
seminar as a space where alternative consciousness becomes possible. When Azar Nafisi’s
students arrive in her living room every Thursday morning, there on the entrance to the
house, and they break from their cocoon. They don’t only shed the veil and the robe but also
the Islamic Republic’s enforcement on their bodies and identity. However, this removal does
not mean a liberation in the conventional sense. The students remain as subjects of the state,
bounded by its laws and controlled by its agents. What changes is their deliberate occupation
of what Anzaldaa describes as Nepantla. The constant state of transition between
incommensurable worlds. The courageous girls in Nafisi’s living room use that space as a
transformative ground where they learn to inhabit the contradiction between public
conformity and private intellectual rebellion without seeking any resolution. This is not an

event of psychological splitting but of political consciousness.

The reading circles function as a deliberate epistemological space where women
cultivate what Anzaldua calls La Facultad, which can be described as the capacity to perceive
reality from multiple perspectives simultaneously, to see beneath surface phenomena to the
deep structure of how power actually operates. This, as the title of the novel hints as well, is
evident in their collective engagement with Nabokov’s Lolita. When they read The male
protagonist’s appropriation of Lolita and his attempts to possess and remodel her according to
his own desires, the students are also simultaneously reading the regime’s relationship to the

female body and mind. The disruptive and perverted male gaze in Lolita becomes a
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guidebook for them to see into the state’s mind. A strong example can be found when Nafisi

discusses Humbert’s egocentric character and how it reflects the regime’s actions:

The desperate truth of Lolita's story is not the rape of a twelve-year-old by a
dirty old man but the confiscation of one individual's life by another. We don't know
what Lolita would have become if Humbert had not engulfed her. Yet the novel, the
finished work, is hopeful, beautiful even, a defense not just of beauty but of life,
ordinary everyday life, all the normal pleasures that Lolita, like Yassi, was deprived
of. Warming up and suddenly inspired, I added that in fact Nabokov had taken
revenge against our own solipsizers; he had taken revenge on the Ayatollah Khomeini,
on Yassi's last suitor, on the dough-faced teacher for that matter. They had tried to
shape others according to their own dreams and desires, but Nabokov, through his
portrayal of Humbert, had exposed all solipsists who take over other people's lives

(33).

This passage parallels Humbert’s attempt and desire to shape others according to his
own dreams and figures in the Iranian government who act as solipsists by imposing their
will and vision on others, especially women, even if this action will cost the women subjects
their right to live freely. Nafisi connects the literary act of reading Lolita to understanding the

regime’s actions.

The students in Nafisi’s living room are forced to navigate the bilingual, cultural and
political registers that create their own experienced borderland by removing the veil, placing
the chairs in a circle, and switching between languages. This is how la facultad is used in
practice in Nafisi’s text. Without any guidance from Nafisi, the girls simultaneously and
instinctively decipher the narrator’s dominance over Lolita and connect it to the Islamic

Republic’s systematic appropriation of women’s bodies and minds. In the first chapter, during
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a discussion, one of the students, Manna, talks about how Humbert and Khomeini, an Iranian

governmental figure, are similar in the way they treat women:

I mean, the censors, or some of our politicized critics, don’t they do the same
thing, cuttin up books and re-creating them in their own image? What Ayatollah
Khomeini tried to do to our lives, turning us, as you said, into fragments og his

imagination, he also did to our fiction. Look at Salman Rushdie’s case (50).

Manna’s words illustrate how Nafisi’s students instinctively recognize a parallel to
their own experience under the regime when analyzing Humbert's control over Lolita’s
narrative. They understand that the Islamic Republic attempts to define and control women

just like Humbert trying to reduce and rewrite Lolita’s story.

Nafisi’s silence on this parallel here is intentional because at this moment, Anzaldua’s
la facultad is in action, which is the collective’s sharpened perception. This is not a figurative
exercise but a concrete political form of faculty forged by daily exposure to epistemic
violence through censorship of literature, surveillance, and the compulsory visual control of
the female body. Through these layered practices in Nafisi’s house, the participant students
internalize a relational epistemology that will later become the foundation for the emergence

of their narrative agencies and autonomies.

The transformations and courageous activities that occur in the reading circles can
also be aligned with Anna Nasser’s reframing of the borderlands as a space for politics of
mobility from the interstices. The women do not form a unified, monolithic identity forged
solely by shared oppressions, but they cultivate relational subjectivity, which is the ability to
locate themselves in a web of shifting relationships and to move fluidly between positions
without being immobilized by fixed categories. In this sense, the reading circle also

actualized Anzaldu’s project as a theorist of identity rejection (Nasser, 1). Instead of
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retreating into what could become a possessive, trauma-based identity, they develop this
relational subjectivity grounded in a process of negotiationbetween shifting notions of

differences and commonalities.

Their meetings in Nafisi’s home become the cracks between different worlds from
which a new political consciousness originates, one that, as Nasser insists, aspires to go
beyond the edges of the border-space. (6) This process is visible in the interactions between
participants in Nafisi’s story, like Zarrin and Vida, who, despite their backgrounds, do not
resolve their differences but instead engage in propositional coalition making based on
shifting commonalities. This alliance, in Nasser’s words, becomes ’the necessary means by
which it is possible to break the matrix of domination that makes the condition of women
invisible” (5) by fostering a relational understanding of continuously shifting and temporary
positions, the meetings become a laboratory for a mobile and strategic politics that transforms
the women in that living room from isolated subjects into a collective capable of epistemic

subversion.

The women’s engagement with narrative becomes the primary vehicle for
constructing this alternative epistemology. When the students share their heartbreak,
suffocation under family surveillance, and reflect on their experiences in daily struggles, their
acts of testimony turn into a foundation for their solidarity. They are not simply sharing
personal anecdotes. What they are doing is collectively constructing an analysis of how
power shapes intimate life. The girls, with the bond and trust they established within the
group shares some stories and analysis about their very personal experiences and create

powerful discussions. For example, Nassrin talks about how her fiancé’s actions disturb her:

Ramin was different. He had read Derrida; he had watched Kiarostami. No he
didn’t touch me; in fact he was very careful not to touch me. . It was worse. I can’t

explain, it was his eyes. His eyes? The way he looked people, at other women. You
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could always tell. Ramin thought there was a difference between the girls you were
sexually attracted to and the girls you married, a girl who’d share your intellectual life
with you, a girl you would respect. respect, she said again, with a great deal of anger.
Respect was the word he used. I was Simone De Beauvoir, minus the sex part. And he
was too much of a coward to just go and have sex with others. So he looked at them.
It got to the point where he’d look at my older sister while he was talking to me. He

just looked. He stared at women in the way... in the way my uncle touched me (322).

This passage is powerful because it shows how even the most educated, promising,
and noble young men in society can be indifferent to the government’s acts and ideas. When
Nassrin describes her intellectual fiancé’s violating gaze, someone who internally categorizes
women as sexual objects and marriage materials despite claiming intellectuality and respect.
The chilling connection Nassrin makes between Ramin and her uncle’s physical abuse reveals

that different forms of male control can inflict similar emotional violence and violation.

The reading seminar thus becomes an epistemic community where authority is
distributed and where women claim the right to interpret texts, to articulate meaning, and to
challenge the regime’s definitions of acceptable knowledge and thought. Overall, these
intimate and dangerous meetings create a space for them to turn their suffering into
something creative and brave, using their autonomy and the power of their imagination,

which lies at the core of the idea of mestiza consciousness.

The ritual of opening the reading circle establishes the conditions for this emergent
mestiza consciousness. Each session commences with a moment of reflective silence, a
collective pause that narrates the temporary erasement of the regime’s brutal demands
outside. The living room becomes a shelter, an invisibility cloak, even for a short amount of
time. After this moment of reflection, Nafisi then invites each student to articulate what they

hope to discover in that day’s text. This is a strong act of self positioning that gives the girls
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autonomy in a free space full of intention and intellectual inquiry. This opening ritual is
deliberately conducted in Persian, which is the official language of the state, but the discourse
of the circle pivots t1 English written book titles, Western literary concepts and the notion of
translation itself. By consciously navigating these two linguistic worlds in a single space, the
women embody the state of nepantla, for they are literally and metaphorically in a land in
between as well. This linguistic aspect is not only about academic exercise but is significant
in the way that it conditions the students to inhabit a bilingual epistemic space where
meaning is perpetually provisional and actively being remade, thus subverting the monolithic

certainty imposed by the state.

The discursive flexibility enables the circle’s second vital practice, which is reading.
A collective, close, and intense reading that cultivated la facultad occurs in the collective.
After an initial reading of a passage from a text, Nafisi pauses at moments when there’s
narrative tension and asks each woman to identify a word or phrase that they can relate to
their own experience. The results of these answers form a painting of intertextual signifiers
that the group later positions on their social realities. By doing this, la facultad, which
Anzaldta describes as the capacity to instantly see in surface phenomena the meaning of
deeper realities, without relying on conscious reasoning, enacts. When students keep drawing
parallels between how novels silence characters and how political systems try to silence the
people, they start to realize the patterns everywhere. They see how the silencing of a voice in
a story is not so different from reality. Because they know what it is like to be pushed to the
margins, they don't just read for the plot, but also read to uncover who holds the power and

who gets erased.

The way the reading circle actually works shows this, too. Instead of lining up desks
and putting the teacher at the center, they pull the chairs into a circle. Everyone gets the same

amount of power and each voice matters equally. The space feels open and equal, unlike the
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world outside. The setup of the reading circle brings Anzaldua’s concept of the circulo to
mind, which is a continuous line symbolizing perpetual movement, a circle that keeps
moving and never settling into a hierarchical order. Anzaldta says the storytelling also acts

like a circle and states:

The story is a circle, the story is the same as the river. It turns back on itself, it
folds back, it returns to the place where it began, but it is never the same. Through the
circle we keep the wound open, we keep the pain alive, and we also keep the

possibility of healing alive (85).

Nafisi’s meeting encapsulates the feeling of the circle completely. The students do not
use fiction to escape their reality but come back to it and re-engage with it from a new
perspective. The shifts from the beginning of the story to the end, and then back to the
beginning, are not only useful but necessary to reevaluate newly formed thoughts through
discussions within the group. By physically inhabiting this form, the students internalize a
sense of ongoing motion and negotiation, reinforcing the principle that identity is not a state
endpoint but a fluid trajectory. This embodied understanding of nepantla is further deepened
during small group discussions, where the physical act of moving between different seating
arrangements destabilizes any fixed positioning and encourages the students to experience

relationality in their bodies as well as their minds.

The idea of mestiza consciousness in the reading circle expands beyond the textual
and embodied practices to the resignification of domestic space as well. Nafisi’s personal
home, a private space ordinarily and geographically subject to patriarchal norms and state
surveillance, is intentionally transformed into a public sphere for the production of critical
and collective thinking. In a society where the mixing of genders, especially when they are
not related, is forbidden and subversive ideas are censored, even the simple act of inviting

these women into her living room to read perverted literature reclaims the domestic space
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from the regime’s ideological control over people. The home is no longer a site of
confinement but transforms into a sanctuary for intellectual freedom and collective
empowerment, aphysical manifestation of the borderlands as a creative site. Within this
reclaimed space, the participants begin to articulate a sense of borderland ethics centered on
mutual are, feminist and intellectual solidarity and a shared acknowledgement of the pain of
the internal exile that refuses to let define their existence. This ethic of care among students is

a foundational element of the new consciousness being formed.

Within this protected space, the reading circle’s practice lays the final groundwork for
the eventual mobilization of narrative agency. Each session concludes a ritual where they
share stories connecting the day’s literary discussion to a personal experience thus
transforming the isolated experience of being a woman under the oppression into a shared
political source. One woman'’s story of being interrogated by the morality police for wearing
a certain color, for example, ceases to be a singular incident of humiliation and hurt, and
becomes a shared text for analyzing the regime’s absurd logic through the collective
discussion. As time goes by and practices are routine, these anecdotes come together like a
collective archive of stories, forming a powerful shared memory that stands in opposition to
the official histories represented by the state. The reading circle becomes a tool for archiving
intellectual thoughts through free agency without any oppressive forces from the outside,

making it unique, powerful, and truthful.

In conclusion, Nafisi’s work shows us that repeatedly inhabiting nepantla through
linguistic and physical movement, by sharpening la facultad through critical textual
discussions and by transforming the private space into a site of narrative resistance within a
collective, the students learn to exist in a liminal, relational, and politically aware mode of

being. This effective process, though, may seem complex and difficult, creates a mestiza

50



consciousness in a totally different continent where the term was born. The intellectual

formation of women once again proves itself to be globally relatable.
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3. Decolonial Feminism and Transformation of Epistemic Authority

In order to fully grasp the political power of the mestiza consciousness that forms in
Nafisi’s literary seminars, we must turn to the decolonial feminist framework by Chandre
Talpade Mohanty. Decolonial feminism is not only a key concept for this research but is the
essential theoretical scaffolding that allows us to understand the political weight of the
seminar’s actions. Without this framework, the women’s meetings risk being interpreted only
as a form of personal escapism. Their action at its core is directly about decolonial feminist
theory, for with this theory, students’ literary discussions become a profound act of decolonial

praxis.

The foundational work of Chandra Talpade Mohanty, previously stated in chapter 1
as a key methodological tool for this research, gives us the necessary vocabulary to analyze
the reading circle’s resistance against the Iranian regime through theories on power and
representation. Mohanty’s framework allows us to diagnose the Iranian republic’s system of
control not simply as a patriarchal oppression but also as a complex network of what she
terms “’relations of ruling” (56). Mohanty quotes scholar Dorothy E. Smith to further explain

this term. Smith states that:

“’Relations of ruling is a concept that grasps power, organization, direction,
and regulation as more pervasively structured than can be expressed in traditional
concepts provided by the discourses of power. I have come to see a specific
interrelation between the dynamic advance of the distinctive forms of organizing and
ruling contemporary capitalist society and the patriarchal forms of our contemporary
experience. When I write of ‘ruling’ in this context, I am identifying a complex of

organized practices, including government, law, business, and financial management,
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professional organizations, and educational institutions, as well as discourses in texts

that interpenetrate the multiple sites of power” (3).

Although Smith’s analysis pertains specifically to Western and white capitalist
patriarchies, Mohanty states that she finds her conceptualization of the term a significant and
theoretical and methodological development that can be used to advantage in specifying the
relations between the organization and experience of sexual politics and the concrete political

forms of colonialism, imperialism, racism, and capitalism (56).

The Islamic Republic, as depicted by Nafisi, is a perfect illustration of these
intersecting relations. The mandatory veiling laws, the ideological purges of the universities,
the patrols of the police, and the constant broadcast of the state propaganda all come together
to create a web of total, merciless control. The reading circle, by its very existence in the
private space that is Nafisi’s home, represents a deliberate retreat from a formidable challenge
to this web, creating an autonomous space for the “’self-reflexive collective practice’ that

Mohanty identifies as central to the process of decolonization (8).

At the heart of Mohanty’s critique lies her analysis of how power operates through
discursive colonization, which is a process that constructs a monolithic subject in order to
control and define it. In her essay ‘’Under Western Eyes™, she critically explains how some
Western feminist scholars produce a Third World woman image which appears arbitrarily
constructed but nevertheless carries with it the authorizing signature of Western humanist
discourse (19). This victimized figure serves to erase the experience sof these women by
degrading them and reinforcing a Western-centric worldview. The Iranian regime mirrors this
logic by constructing its own monolithic subject that is the idealized and politically compliant
Muslim woman. Within this state forced narrative, any woman who deviates from this norm
by reading forbidden literature, questioning the religious authority, or asserting intellectual

autonomy is deemed as a corrupted, Westernized Other. The Reading circle functions as a
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radical collective practice to this internal colonization of identity. By creating a space that
honors the distinct and often conflicting perspectives of each student, the group actively
refuses to be reduced to one collective identity or a predictable category. They enact the
complexity and heteronormativity that the regime’s ruling are designed to suppress,
transforming the circle into a site where women are likely to be only the objects of state

policy and instead become the subjects of their own history.

The deliberate cultivation of this observed heterogeneity is the foundation for the
political goal Mohanty advocates in order to build solidarity. Mohanty distinguishes solidarity
from the notion of a universal sisterhood, based on presumed shared experience of
oppression, which she argues often masks ethnocentric assumptions (110). Instead, Mohanty
states her opinion on the case clearly and expresses her thoughts on the definition of
solidarity in the introduction by defining solidarity as a political and ethical achievement and
a practice that foregrounds communities of people who have chosen to work and fight
together based on a recognition of common interests (7). The women in Nafisi’s living room
are not united by an identical identity but by a shared context of struggle against the regime’s
intellectual and spiritual suffocation, and a common interest in reclaiming their right to think,
read and exist freely. Their literary discussions are the milestones of this solidarity. As they
share their interpretations and connect fictional narratives to their daily realities, they are not
simply bonding over a shared love of literature. They are engaging in the courageous political
work of building alliances across big ideological and personal differences. It is this very
practice of merging connections through difference, rather than in spite of, that marks the

meetings as a site of authentic decolonial feminist praxis.

Framing the meetings through Mohanty’s work is critically essential for the radical
purpose becomes crystal clear. What these students are doing is not escaping to fiction just

blow some steam off after a hard day. These women, despite the dangers they are facing by
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even traveling to Nafisi’s house, are using fiction as a tool to decolonize their own
subjectivities and to forge a political community in the face of a regime that seeks to deny

them altogether.

Through analysis of decolonial feminism and Mohanty’s work, a pathway is created
to question epistemic violence and directs us to Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak to better
understand the profound difficulty the marginalized women face in being heard. Spivak’ss
work pushes Mohanty’s critique of discursive colonization to a radical conclusion, forcing us

to confront the problem of misinterpretation and the possibility of representation itself.

If Mohanty’s relations of ruling describe the political and institutional web that
entraps Nafisi’s students, Spivak’s concept of epistemic violence defines the profound
intellectual damage that is inflicted. According to Spivak epistemic violence is not only about
the censorship or the propaganda, but it is about the systematic destruction of a group’s
ability to know and represent its own reality. It is the imposition of a dominant framework of
knowledge, an episteme, that actively obliterates other ways of knowing and being. (76)
Spivak illustrates this through the British codification of Hindu laws, where a complex, local
tradition was flattened into a rigid, binary legal system that served the administrative needs of

the colonizer, thereby erasing the native’s own structure and meaning. (76)

The Iranian Republic perpetrates its own form of epistemic violence. It does not only
censors Western literature but also seeks to dismantle the entire pre-revolutionary episteme in
which individual desire and imaginative freedom are considered valid. In their place, it
imposes a singular, theocratic framework where such concepts are rendered illegitimate and

heretical, thus effectively “’worlding a world™ in its own image (76).

Spivak questions if the subaltern can actually speak within this framework, which is

filled with violence. The subaltern refers to those populations who are so far removed from
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the circuits of power and representation that they have no access to the language or
institutions that would allow their history to be told. That’s why Spivak argues that the
subaltern can’t speak, because the dominant system has no mechanism to hear or understand

them. Spivak elaborates on this by saying:

For the 'true' subaltern group, whose identity is its difference, there is no
unrepresentable subaltern subject that can know and speak itself; the intellectual's
solution is not to abstain from representation. The problem is that the subject's
itinerary has not been traced so as to offer an object of seduction to the representing
intellectual. In the slightly dated language of the Indian group, the question becomes,
How can we touch the consciousness of the people, even as we investigate their

politics? With what voice-consciousness can the subaltern speak? (80)

The situation simply becomes another example of a system failing to fight for its own people.

The structural silencing Spivak talks about is further compounded for the students. As
Spivak says, “’the subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow, experiencing a doubly
effaced existence under the intersecting pressures of patriarchy and imperialism™ (82). The
women in Nafisi’s reading circle even though they are educated and urban, are thrown into
this subaltern position relative to the state. Their private discussions and relations to the
novels they read, their unique and new emerging sense of seldand their desire are forms of
knowledge that can’t make their voices heard within the Islamic Republic’s regime. Their
resistance is nit simply about reading banned books but a fight for creating an alternate
episteme, a protected space where their silenced realities can be articulated and heard, even if

it is just among themselves.

The women’s act of self articulation is threatened by the problem of representation

which Spivak identifies as the intellectual who attempts to speak for the subaltern inevitably

56



rewrites them into the dominant discourse, perpetuating the cycle of epistemic violence.
Through Spivak’s argument, we are faced with a dilemma about Nafisi’s reading circle and
representation. As the narrator of the book, Is Nafisi giving voice to the ones who can’t be
heard, or is she, as an elite, educated class member, inevitably and even unknowingly,
translating their experiences for a global audience? To answer thgs question, we must turn to
Spivak’s work again. The act of self narration by a marginalized subject is a fundamentally
different political act then bein represented by an outsider and it constitutes a powerful claim
to intellectual and political authority that historically has been denied, as Spivak explains in

her work.

By practicing self-narration through the literary seminar and sharing their
experiences, connecting texts to their lives, and, creating discussions, Nafisi and her students
are not waiting to be spoken for but are simply and actively looking for the opportunity to
represent their own stories. Their project is a testament to the idea that even under the most
oppressive conditions, the struggle to make sense persists, forming an alternate discourse that
defies epistemic erasure. Spivak's analysis reveals the profound institutional and ideological
barriers to being heard, leaving us with the immense difficulty of achieving genuine

communication across lines of power.

57



4. From Spivak to hooks: Feminist Solidarity as a Counter Practice

If Spivak’s work outlines the almost impossible act of the subaltern speaking to the
center, the work of bell hooks offers us a path forward. hooks provides an ethical and
practical model for how to create the very conditions of listening, recognition, and love that
make authentic dialogue and solidarity possible. Moving from Spivak’s thoughts of erasure,
hooks shifts our focus to the ethical and pedagogical practices that are necessary for creating

spaces where genuine self articulation and communal affirmation can flourish.

In her book Feminism is for Everybody, hooks crucially redefines feminism and
provides a foundational definition for it that strips it of academic jargon and recenters it as a
political project everyone can have access to, instead of it being a personal identity-based act.

This clear and powerful redefinition becomes the core of her theory. She writes:

Simply put, feminism is a movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and
oppression. I liked this definition because it did not imply that men were the enemy.
By naming sexism as the problem it went directly to the heart of the matter.
Practically, it is a definition which implies that all sexist thinking and action is the

problem, whether those who perpetuate it are female or male, child or adult (1).

This redefinition is very important in orderto understand the political nature of
Nafisi’s meetings from hooks’s perspective. The group’s solidarity is built not on an
essentialist identity as women, but on a shared opposition to the sexist thinking and action
ruthlessly institutionalized by the theocratic state. Their unity is political and not biological.

The enemy here is not men, like the anti-feminists would argue. By focusing on dismantling a
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system of oppression rather than attacking an identity group, the circle embodies hooks’s

inclusive and deeply political vision of feminism.

The structure of Nafisi’s secret Thursday morning classes mirrors the roots of
femingst practice that hooks identifies as the movement’s most powerful and authentic tool.
This tool is the group itself that is raising consciousness. Before feminist theory was
institutionalized in the academy it emerged from exactly these kinds of private and close
spaces. hooks describes these gatherings, often held in homes as the primary sites where
feminist progress occurred. Her description acts as a theoretical overlay for the activities in

Azar Nafisi’s living room. She writes:

It was the site where they uncovered and openly revealed the depths of their
intimate wounds. This confessional aspect served as a healing ritual. Through
consciousness-raising, women gained the strength to challenge patriarchal forces at
work and at home. Fundamentally, the consciousness-raising (CR) group was a site

for conversion. To build a mass-based feminist movement, women needed to organize

(8).

Nafisi’s living room also functions exactly like this. The room becomes a site for
conversation and a healing ritual. The healing is for the self and the system through collective
ideology being formed. The women use literature as a catalyst to “’uncover and openly reveal
the depths of their intimate wounds™ , similar to hooks’s explanation of the space. (9)
Through their analysis of Lolita, the students discover a new language to speak about their
own experiences of being objectified and rendered voiceless by a possessive state. It is here,
for example, where Azin, one of the students, finds the courage to tell the group about her

sexually unsatisfying and emotionally abusive marriage. By doing so, she connects her
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personal pain to a broader patriarchal structure that denies women’s pleasure and agency. It is
in this space that, another one of the students, Sanaz, starts to articulate the paralyzing bind
she is in because of being stuck in a dilemma between her desire for independence and her
family’s pressure to accept a suitor. Nassrin is another student who decides to share the
poignant story of her mother, who is caught between a secular upbringing and a life of
submission to a religious husband. Nassrin explores the conflict between tradition and change
by sharing her family’s story. These women are not here only for themselves, but also for
every woman they have ever known. They are representatives of multilayered stories which
were shared by generations, each oe of them so unique yet so similarly sentimental at the
core. These are not only discussions, but acts of bearing witness, transforming personal

suffering into a collective political understanding.

Going further, hooks provides a vital critique of how this radical practice becomes
depoliticized. She says that as feminism gained academic legitimacy, ‘’the women’s studies
classroom had replaced the free-for-all consciousness-raising group, and the academy, as a
site of class privilege,” ultimately dilited the revolutionary potential of feminist thought. (9)
Nafisi’s deliberate retreat from the increasingly policed and ideologically rigid university into
the sanctity of her private home can therefore be read as a conscious political act. She is
rejecting the "dangerous depoliticization" that hooks warns against and returning to a more
authentic, community-based, and transformative practice of feminist education.(22) The
reading circle is a reclamation of this free-for-all spirit where intellectual and emotional

exploration is paramount.

One of the central parts to this consciousness-raising practice is the confrontation with
one’s own complicity in patriarchal structures. hooks insists that before external systems can
be dismantled, an internal transformation must occur. This internal work is the necessary,

though often very painful, first step towards a genuine political change. hooks elaborates on
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this by writing that “’the enemy within must be transformed before we can confront the

enemy outside. The threat, the enemy, is the sexist thought and behaviour” (12).

This is precisely the work undertaken in the often-tense debates within the seminar.
The charged confrontations between Azin and Mahshid are a powerful manifestation of this
struggle with the enemy within that hooks writes about. Azin’s provocative questions about a
woman’s right to sexual satisfaction directly challenge the internalized codes of piety and
modesty that Mahshid holds dear. Mahshid’s quiet, resistant silence is not merely a
personality trait; it is the expression of her deep and difficult struggle to reconcile her faith
with the regime’s oppressive interpretation of it. Their conflict is not a simple disagreement
but the living embodiment of the group’s collective effort to untangle their "allegiance to
patriarchal thinking" (12). Sanaz's vacillation between her desire for independence and her
need for approval is another perfect example of this internal battle being waged within the

safe confines of the group.

Finally, hooks’s framework insists on a feminism that is fundamentally revolutionary
and visionary, one that aims not merely for equality within existing patriarchal systems but
for their complete transformation. She sharply distinguishes between "reformist thinkers"
who "chose to emphasize gender equality" within the current system, and "revolutionary

thinkers" who "wanted to transform that system to end patriarchy and sexism" (4).

Nafisi and her students are not striving to become more equal partners in the Islamic
Republic but they are creating a pocket of reality that operates on entirely different principles.
Their weekly ritual that consists of shedding the mandatory veil to burst into color, sharing
forbidden stories, and laughing freelyis an act of prefigurative politics. They are enacting, in

miniature, the world hooks envisions:
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Imagine living in a world where there is no domination, where females and
males are not alike or even always equal, but where a vision of mutuality is the ethos
shaping our interaction. Imagine living in a world where we can all be who we are, a

world of peace and possibility (X).

The synergy between Spivak and hooks thus becomes powerfully clear. Spivak
provides the diagnosis, revealing how the epistemic violence of the colonial and postcolonial
state systematically silences the subaltern. Hooks supplies the ethical and pedagogical
remedy, demonstrating how a relational, pedagogy based on love, centered in
consciousness-raising, can cultivate a space where speech is not only possible but collectively
created and amplified. The seminar’s success in fostering a feminist solidarity, a network of
women who, as hooks advocates, engage with their differences to struggle together,
demonstrates how the subaltern can begin to "speak," not by addressing the regime, but by
speaking to one another, thereby reclaiming a voice the state has tried to excise. By
foregrounding hooks’s politics of love, care, and accountability, we see that Nafisi's seminar
is far more than a clandestine reading group. It is a radical feminist pedagogy in action,
creating the affective and intellectual conditions necessary for the formation of a

counter-episteme.
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5. The Seeds of Narrative Agency

Azar Nafisi, a former professor of English literature at the University of Tehran,
became a literary exile after the 1979 Islamic Revolution forced the imposition of a theocratic
regime that systematically eradicated independent female voices from the public sphere. In
1995, she published Reading Lolita in Tehran, a memoir that intertwines personal narrative
with a close reading of Western canonical texts, thereby exposing how the Iranian state’s
theocratic border operates as a form of epistemic violence that renders women both invisible

and silenced.

Nafisi’s forced departure from Iran in 1997, first to Cyprus and eventually to the
United States, did not end her struggle, despite the claims of oppressors who try to take credit
on her exile and survival, rather, it transformed her private classroom into a clandestine site
of decolonial pedagogy, where a small group of women gathered each Thursday to read,
discuss, and reinterpret the very stories that the regime labeled Western decadence. These
sessions function as a crucible for the emergence of a nascent decolonial consciousness, they
translate lived oppression into collective critique, generate a counter-epistemic vocabulary,
and rehearse embodied forms of resistance. Consequently, Nafisi’s exile is not merely a
biographical footnote but the catalyst for the feminist-decolonial praxis that this chapter will
analyze, setting the stage for the later articulation of narrative agency as a strategic tool for

political transformation.

As we have already established, Nafisi's seminar is not merely a reading group but as
a decolonial feminist crucible, a space where the epistemic violence of the theocratic border

is met with a counter-pedagogy rooted in mutual recognition and shared analysis. The
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consciousness that emerges from this practice, a consciousness that is intersectional,

relational, and deeply critical, is the essential precursor to political action.

However, consciousness alone is not agency. It is now possible to distill the specific,
concrete practices that emerge from this process, practices which function as the very seeds
of Narrative Agency. These are the tangible methodologies through which a subjective
awakening begins its transformation into an objective political tool. These seeds include the
act of narrative rehearsal, the adoption of a counter-epistemic vocabulary, the practice of
performative embodiment, the establishment of pedagogical reciprocity, and the deliberate

creation of a collective memory.

Narrative rehearsal functions as the workshop’s laboratory for storytelling, where the
women repeatedly practice turning lived experience into a structured, shareable account.
Within the Thursday meetings, the participants do not merely recount personal anecdotes but
they also deliberately frame those anecdotes through the lens of the literary texts they are
reading, linking a moment of marital tension to the emotional turmoil of Austen’s Emma, or
mapping a confrontation with the morality police onto the existential alienation of Nabokov’s
Invitation to a Beheading. Each retelling requires the speaker to select a point of view, and
come up with a solution, thereby learning the structure of narrative. By practising this in a
safe, dialogic setting, the women gain the habit of speaking for themselves rather than being
spoken for, and they begin to see their private pain as a shared story that can be narrated and
interpreted. This disciplined practice of storytelling serves as the first seed of narrative
agency, providing the participants with the needed skill of constructing a coherent narrative

out of fragmented personal memories.

One of the most important things this seminar does is helping everyone find a
common language to talk abouttheir own experiences under the oppression. When they bring

in ideas from scholars like Spivak and hooks, the group gains new words and thus a new way
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to understand and describe what they are going through. Suddenly, the sense of being in
between identities, or feeling broken inside, is not just a personal feeling but a collective
experience. This is obviously nepantla, and it is a real political and psychological state that is

born as a result of living on the border.

The ability to see through the regime’s propaganda, to discern truth amidst the
"absurd fictionality" of their lives, is identified as la facultad, a form of critical insight born
of marginalization. Their systemic silencing, the inability of their experiences to be
"represented within the discourses of either feminism or antiracism", is understood through
Spivak’s concept of "epistemic violence," transforming their inability to speak in public from
an individual fear into a structural condition (Spivak, 76). This new lexicon is a political tool,
for it allows the women to theorize their own lives, to build a shared analytical framework
that validates their reality in direct opposition to the state's narrative .This is the second seed,
the acquisition of a theoretical language that makes collective analysis and resistance

possible.

The resistance cultivated in the seminar is not purely intellectual; it is performed and
embodied through performative embodiment. The most potent ritual is the weekly removal of
the veil, the moment the women "burst into color" and reclaim their physical individuality.
This act is a direct defiance of a regime that seeks to render their bodies invisible and
uniform, as exemplified by the moral police's constant scrutiny of dress and appearance
(Nafisi, 26). The spontaneous dance that occurs during a class discussion on Pride and
Prejudice 1s another powerful example, in performing both the structured, public English
country dance and the sensual, private Persian dance, the women physically enact their
hybrid identities and reclaim their bodies as sites of joy and expression, not just targets of
state control. Finally, the act of taking photographs, which can be commented as creating a

secret, visual archive of their unveiled, laughing selves, is a performative act of defiance
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against the "blind censor" who shapes their public world and attempts to impose a "colorless"
reality (24). These are not merely symbolic gestures but physical rehearsals of freedom. This
is the third seed, which is the understanding that agency must be embodied and that the body

itself is a primary text of resistance.

The seminar breaks away from the traditional way of teaching and instead creates an
equal, shared platform for the women in the room. Nafisi does not act like she is the only
expert in the room. She steps back and lets her students start the conversation, encouraging
them to speak up and share their own interpretations. She even admits that her own take on
classics shifts because of what her students bring to the table. She learns from them as much
as they learn from her. She explains this by writing: "You will not be able to write about
Austen without writing about us, about this place where you rediscovered Austen" (338).
This collaborative model, where the teacher acknowledges her own positionality and is open
to being challenged, mirrors hooks’s vision of a liberatory feminist classroom built on
mutuality and critical consciousness. It is the antithesis of the regime’s top-down ideological
indoctrination, which uses literature as a tool for political conformity. By co-creating
meaning and challenging preconceived notions of authority, the students are empowered as
legitimate intellectual subjects whose interpretations matter. This is the fourth seed, which is
the practice of a non-hierarchical, collective knowledge production that validates each

participant as an epistemic agent.

Finally, the seminar is an act of creating a collective memory-making, an alternative
archive that resists the state's attempt to erase their histories and subjectivities. Nafisi's
memoir itself is an attempt to "reimagine myself and my students" against the "tyranny of
time and politics," asking the reader to "imagine us, for we won't really exist if you don't"
(74). The student diaries, filled with their personal responses, drawings, and notes, serve as a

physical record of their collective intellectual journey. The shared experiences within the
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living room, from cooking together to navigating censorship, become the foundational tool
of a collective narrative that is only theirs, preserved against a regime that tries to make their
personal identities "irrelevant" (28). This practice aligns with the decolonial feminist project
of rewriting and remembering history as a means of forging a politicized consciousness and
identity. By documenting their ordinary instances of life, they insist on their humanity and
create a record of a reality the regime denies. This is the fifth and final seed which is the
conscious creation of a shared archive that serves as a foundation for a durable collective

identity.

These seeds grow straight out of the decolonial consciousness that takes place in
Nafisi’s living room. Maybe they don’t have the full narrative agency yet, but they are getting
there. They are making the agency possible. They represent the practical skills and the
political grammar required to move from internal realization to external action. These seeds,

once planted and nurtured within the protected space of the seminar, do not remain dormant.
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Chapter 3: The Politics of Narrative Agency and Narrative Activism

1. Understanding Narrative Agency as Political Methodology

By looking at works of Anzaldua and Nafisi, we are able to investigate how literature
and autobiography function as dominant tools for activism within contexts of exile and
marginalization. Chapter One established Gloria Anzaldta’s theoretical framework of the
borderlands not merely as a geographic location but as a psychological and political space, an
open wound where systems of oppression meet, and new forms of consciousness are born.
Drawing on an intersectional and decolonial critique, the chapter argued that this interstitial
space provides a unique epistemic privilege, allowing those who inhabit it to develop the
capacity to see through dominant ideologies and articulate resistance from the margins, which
Anzaldta describes as la facultad. The analysis and close reading of Nafisi’s Reading Lolita
in Tehran framed the post-revolutionary Iran as a theocratic border that imposes a unique
form of epistemic violence, creating an absurd fictionality that governed all aspects of life.
Finally, this chapter moves from analysis to synthesis and combines these elements of

resistance into a unified definition of narrative agency.

The concept of narrative agency and seeds of resistance, drawn from the feminist
theory of Sarah Drews Lucas, provides the theoretical scaffolding to understand how
storytelling evolves from a personal act of making sense into a powerful political
methodology. Before a story can have any political power, a subject must first possess the

capacity to formulate it. Before a story becomes political, it is merely an inner monologue
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and does not have to relate to or be exposed to anyone. After the story is constructed in the
narrator’s mind, it is time for the externalization step. In this step, the personal story evolves
by being shared, spoken, or written. Through this, the subject moves from the private to the
public sphere. When the story is shared, it becomes relational and creates a different
consciousness in a new collective. This collective can expand the strength of the story by
adding other personal experiences and thoughts, which is exactly what happens in Nafisi’s
reading circle and Anzalda’s borderland women. With a new collective understanding of the
story, it evolves into a mind of its own and becomes a methodological tool that can bring
people together and create a new consciousness. What is seen in both Anzaldia and Nafisi’s

work is this exact formulation of narrative agency and how ideologies are formed.

Lucas defines narrative agency as the capacity to say “’I”” over time and in relation to
other ’I”’s (2). It is a person’s most fundamental capacity for giving meaning to things
around her, a constant capacity of making sense that is distinct from autonomous choice or
unfettered free will (33). Lucas’s definition deliberately separates agency from liberal
humanist tradition, which, as she notes, traditionally understands agency as ‘’the result of
individual intention carried out as action through the exercise of the will”” (13). Instead, she
proposes a feminist reconceptualization of agency as a form that can “’survive critiques” and
remain resilient in the face of coercion and systemic marginalization. Lucas distinguishes the

identity that forms the story and the actual story that results from it and writes:

Narrative agency is distinct from narrative identity. The first is the capacity
to say ‘I’ over time and with relation to others. This is not the ‘I’ of pure reason or the

doer behind the deed. It is, rather, a basic capacity. The second refers to the shifting
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constellation of narratives that make up a particular self (4).

Narrative agency, as a result, becomes the main element for forming identity. Before a
subject can claim an identity, whether it is a woman, a Chicana, an exile, or something else,
she must possess the underlying capacity to constitute herself as a coherent ‘I’ who persists
through time. Narrative identity, by contrast, is the ever-changing content produced by this
capacity, a “’fragile ‘web of stories that I, as well as others, spin” as Lucas states (110). This
distinction is politically vital because it allows for an unlimited potential even for a subject

whose identity is saturated with oppressive norms. Lucas continues to argue:

A subject, even at the most basic level, may nit be free to choose the content
of certain identity-determining narratives, such as gender narratives; however, she

always has the capacity to confront and change those narratives (3).

This model of agency is explicitly designed for a non-sovereign self, which is a form
of the self that is relational and acknowledges its own constitution by and through power.
Lucas develops this concept by synthesizing critical theory and poststructuralism, agreeing
that we are ’inescapably constituted by and through” our relationships and the structural
power dynamics they entail (15). However, instead of concluding that this constitution erases
agency, she argues that it is the very site where agency is exercised. This framework is
profoundly aligned with decolonial feminist thought, which resists discursive colonization by
insisting that agency is not located in a universal identity, but in the unique, situated capacity
of each individual to narrate her own existence. As Chandra Talpade Mohanty states in
Feminism Without Borders, It is time to move beyond the Marx who found it possible to

say: they cannot represent themselves, they must be represented” (42).

Lucas outlines several key characteristics of Narrative Agency that form the basis of

political methodology in order to put her theory into practice. The most foundational trait she
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talks about is the primacy element, which precedes all narrative content. Drawing from Seyla
Benhabib, Lucas argues that it is ‘’not what the story is about that matters, but rather, one’s
ability to keep telling a story about who one is that makes sense to oneself and others™ (110).
This means agency is not conditione don achieving a correct or liberated consciousness, but
in fact, it is the constant, underlying practice of meaning-making itself, even when that
meaning is fragmented or contradictory (110). This primacy guarantees the permanent

possibility of resistance, as the capacity to tell a new story is never fully extinguished.

Lucas also argues in her work that the capacity for narrative agency is fundamentally
grounded in the uniqueness of the individual (60). Each person occupies an unrepeatable
position within the complex web of human relationships, and the distinction is the engine of
political possibility. This concept, which Lucas roots in Hannah Arendt’s political theory of
plurality, posits that all human beings are ‘’the same, that is, human, in such a way that
nobody is ever the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will live” (Arendt 1958, 8).
This inherent uniqueness is not a private characteristic but the very fuel for political change,
for every perspective is singularly distinct; each storytelling introduces something new into
the shared world. This process disrupts established norms and creates what Seyla Benhabib
terms a ‘’surfeit of meaning, creativity and spontaneity” that can never be fully contained or
predicted by existing power structures (Benhabib 1999, 341). Paradoxically, this creative
power is exercised by a non-sovereign subject. The narrative agent, as Lucas clarifies, is not
the master of her own narratives. Instead, she is always constituted by and through her
relationships, and the sense she makes of her life inevitably uses the norms, language, and
imaginations of other people. (61) This is definitely not a weakness, but its great strength,
particularly for a decolonial analysis. It powerfully acknowledges that subjects like Anzaldua
and Nafis are not free-floating individuals but are deeply shaped by the ideologies of the

world they live in. Their resistance is not an escape from this system but a radical rebuilding.
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Because the self is not autonomous and relational, narrative agency is essentially
communicative. Lucas states that ‘’agency and communication are two sides of the same
coin” (240). The “’I”’ only becomes meaningful in relation to the other “’I’’s who can
recognize and respond to its story. This characteristic is the theoretical bridge connecting
individual agency to collective political action. For an act of narrative resistance to become
political, it must be communicated and received within a supportive communsty that sustains
one’s identity through listening. This aligns perfectly well with bell hooks’s insistence that
sharing testimony is the foundation upon which authentic solidarity is built, creating a

political connection grounded in loving consciousness across differences.

Finally, because the primary capacity is grounded in uniqueness and exercised within
a communicative collective, it is infinitely generative (60). It is the capacity to initiate new
actions and new sentences in conversation, which ensures that no system of dominatiin can
ever fully determine the future. This creative potential is the heart of its freeing power. For
Anzaldua, it is the creation of a new language, and for Nafisi’s students, it is the creation of a
secret world in a living room. In both cases, narrative agency allows them to create new ways
of existing in an oppressive system they are forced to inhabit. Narrative agency, as a
decolonial feminist method, is all about taking back the right to tell your own story. For
people who are marginalized or exiled, holding onto that power is not only necessary but
vital. It is a methodology that rejects the demand for a single, stable identity and instead
embraces a politics of mobility, similar to Nasser’s argument, the capacity to mediate
between different positions and build alliances based on shared struggles rather than shared
identities. This framework provides the theoretical justification for understanding the literary
and autobiographical acts of Anzaldua and Nafisi not just as personal testimony, but as

deliberate, strategic forms of political activism. The following sections will apply this
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methodology directly, tracing its epistemic, somatic, and relational dimensions through a

comparative analysis of their work.
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2. Narrative Agency and Decolonial Practice: Comparative Analysis of Anzaldua and Nafisi

After defining narrative agency as the primary, non-sovereign, unique, communicative
and infinitively generative capacity of a subject to make sense of herself over time and in
relation to other subjects in the previous section, this section will use compeartive analysis sb
order to better understand lucas’s work and how narrative agency work with decolonial
practices, most importantly how the consciousness Anzaldua creates and the active generative
space Nafisi and her students build, decolonial feminist theory becomes a practical tool for

narrative agency.

Lucas stresses that narrative agency is a precondition for identity formation, that it
precedes narrative content and narrative identity and makes the latter possible, and that it is
always exercised within a web of interlocution (109). These vital aspects of narrative agency,
its primacy, relationality, generativity, uniqueness, and nonautonomy, provide the analytical
lenses for the comparative analysis of Anzaldua and Nafisi. This is a useful method for
understanding these authors in a decolonial lens, for Anzaldta’s borderland narrative and

Nafisi’s reading circle in Tehran instantiate each of the characteristics of narrative agency.

To have a deeper understanding of how these texts work together in the context of
narrative agency and decolonial practice, we must turn to epistemic dimensions. The
epistemic dimension of narrative agency deals with how storytelling becomes a tool for
challenging traditional knowledge systems and articulating alternative ways of knowing and
perceiving reality. Both Anzaldua and Nafisi use narrative to decolonize thought and assert
marginalized epistemologies that keep resisting erasure. They achieve this decolonial act by
reclaiming narrative authority for subjects who have been spoken for by dominant discourses

and Western intellectuals. By emphasizing personal testimony, they create a space where the
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self is not defined by the colonizer’s categorizations but by the narrator’s own historical,
cultural, and linguistic stories and experiences. Anzaldta’s Borderlands/ La Frontera is a
guiding text for decolonial epistemology that theorizes the mestiza consciousness as a new
form of perception born from inhabiting multiple, often conflicting worlds. This
consciousness arises from the constant negotiation of identity in a space where she

experiences fragmentation due to competing claims of allegiance, as she states in her work:
Your allegiance is to La Raza, the Chicano movement,’ say the members of
my race. ‘Your allegiance is to the Third World,” say my Black and Asian friends.
“Your allegiance is to your gender, to women,’ say the feminists. [...] What am [? A
third world lesbian feminist with Marxist and mystic leanings. They would chop me
up into little fragments and tag each piece with a label (21).

Anzaldua’s fragmentary self-description is precisely an exercise of narrative agency’s
primacy in the way she refuses to wait for a preexisting identity and instead creates a
consciousness that sees from two or more perspectives simultaneously, which becomes one of
the most significant elements of her work. This consciousness she talks about, which she
names la facultad, is not a weakness but a strength born from existing at the intersection of
conflicting worlds. This is decolonial because it inverts the colonial hierarchy of knowledge.
It argues that the most profound understanding of power comes from the cracks, the places
that are deemed flawed and insufficient. Even the very act of naming the U.S.- Mexico border
an open wound is the generative spark of a new epistemic frame that displaces the
state-sanctioned discourse of illegal immigration. By cataloguing “’intersticies” of identity, as
Nasser calls them, Anzaldua produces a counter knowledge that undermines the binary logic

of nation-state citizenship and dominant narratives.
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This creative act, as Lucas explains, ‘’makes possible the emergence of new
meanings, creativity and spontaneity’ (12). Her literary form that blends essay, poetry,
history, and autobiography performs this generative capacity, refusing fixed categories that
would lock women of color into predetermined roles within systems of domination. This is a
direct act of epistemic rebellion against what Chandra Talpade Mohanty critiques as the
homogenization of Third World women into a singular, victimized narrative. Anzaldua’s
self-representation as a theorist, poet, and shaman directly refutes this image. Her deliberate
choice to interweave Spanish, English, and Nahuatl, along with myth and academic theory, is
a potent act of epistemic rebellion against Western academic and literary conventions that

would demand she make herself comprehensible to a normative, customary audience.
Similarly, Azar Nafisi, in Reading Lolita in Tehran, utilizes narrative to dismantle

what she calls the absurd fictionality imposed by the Iranian totalitarian regime. Her
clandestine literary seminar becomes an epistemic battleground where the imaginative power
of fiction confronts the monolithic, repressive ideology of the state. Nafisi describes the
regime’s worldview as one shaped by a blind censor who suppresses independent thought and
writes:

We lived in a culture that denied any merit to literary works, considering
them important only when they were handmaidens to something seemingly more
urgent—namely, ideology. This was a country where all gestures, even the most
private, were interpreted in political terms (25).

In this context, the act of reading and interpreting forbidden literature becomes a
profoundly subversive form of Narrative Agency. Nafisi and her students create a

counter-reality, a pocket of freedom, as she describes, where they can exercise their unique
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capacitiesto make sense of their lives through the lens of fiction. The classroom, confined to
Nafisi’s living room, transforms into a sanctuary where they rediscover that we were also
living, breathing human beings, and no matter how repressive the state became, no matter
how intimidated and frightened we were, like Lolita, we tried to escape and to create our own
little pockets of freedom. This collective act of critical reading demonstrates what Sarah
Drews Lucas, citing Seyla Benhabib, calls the “’surfeit of meaning, creativity, and

spontaneity’’ that arises from communicative interaction. (112).

The women in Nafis’s seminar do not simply consume stories, but they also actively

reinterpret them, generating new cultural understandings of concepts such as democracy,
equality and the good life that are directly relevant to their own oppressed circumstances.
This process cultivates a critical insight from a unique vantage point, perceiving the

inadequacy of single-axis frameworks when confronted with lived experience. For both

Anzaldta and Nafisi, their epistemic Narrative Agency is non-sovereign because it is
exercised within the structures of domination, not outside them. They cannot escape the
ideological control, but they can actively rewrite its meaning through their narratives. This is

an inherently relational process, as Nafisi’s students continuously bounce interpretations off

one another, shaping their individual sense within the webs of interlocution that define the
shared space.
Both Anzaldaa and Nafisi harness the epistemic power of narrative agency to

decolonize knowledge by actively challenging and dismantling the oppressive systems that
they are under the influence of. Anzalda constructs an entirely new epistemology from the

ground up, theorizing a consciousness born of hybridity and border-dwelling that rejects
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dualistic thinking. Nafisi, on the other hand, repurposes existing narratives, using the classics

of Western literature as a toolkit to critique and survive a totalitarian ideology, demonstrating
that even inherited texts can be infused with new meaning apart from the norms or sets of
norms that they reproduce. Both authors understand that controlling the narrative is central to
power, and therefore, the creation of alternative narratives, whether they are hybrid forms or
subversive interpretations, is a fundamental act of liberation.

If we are to look at the somatic dimension of narrative agency, we see how it
highlights the body becoming a primary site of knowledge, oppression, and resistance. The
fact that the body holds memories and cling onto women’s bodies, is repeating itself here in
these narratives as well. Both authors use narrative to reclaim the female body from political

and cultural colonization, illustrating how embodied experiences arecentral to their
decolonial praxis. Anzaldta vividly illustrates how the work of mestiza consciousness
directly engages with the embodied experience of colonization and seeks to transcend it

through narrative. She writes:

The work of mestiza consciousness is to break down the subject-object duality
that keeps her a prisoner and to show in the flesh and through the images in her work
how duality is transcended. . . . The answer to the problem between the white race and
the colored, between males and females, lies in healing the split that originates in the

very foundation of our lives, our culture, our languages, our thoughts (78-80).

Anzaldta puts the U.S.-Mexico border at the heart of her work. For her and her
people, the border is not just a line on a map. It’s a scar they carry on their body and in their
mind. This sense of being wounded runs right through her mestiza consciousness theory. The

mestiza’s way of seeing the world is a direct result of the real and symbolic injuries faced by
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the mestiza. It is a legacy of historical injustice and hurt, and Anzaldua does not hesitate to
point it out. Anzaldua writes of the india within her as a brutalized and condemned figure, a
dark animal, a shadow self that male-dominated culture has taught her to despise. Her
narrative agency is exercised through the act of facing this pain, of refusing to sever herself
from this wounded history, and instead transforming it into a source of strength. She states, in
Borderlands, ’My Chicana identity is grounded in the Indian woman&#39;s history of
resistance’ (21). By narrating this pain and claiming this lineage, she transforms it from a

source of shame into an epistemology of resilience.

The border becomes a crossroads where different systems of oppression intersect,
making border-dwellers’ bodies a crossroads. Anzaldua’s own body, marked by the constant
state of nepantla and the transition happening through it, embodies the struggle for
liberation, This is a generative process where the open wound continuously produces new
metaphors for identity, resistance, and healing. Her uniqueness lies in her specific, personal
scar, which differs from every other border subject’s experience. Yet it is through this
uniquesomatic experience that she is able to develop newly meaningful narrative
configurations. This form of narrative agency is deeply relational, as her mestiza
consciousness is forged through dialogue with multiple cultures and the constant pressure of
the other. It is also non-sovereign, as the wound is inside the border, not outside it; she cannot

escape the power dynamics, but can rewrite them

In Nafisi’s Tehran, the female body is likewise the primary object of state control,
made explicit through mandatory veiling and constant surveillance by morality patrols. This
turns public space into a battlefield where women’s bodies are subject to strict regulation and
punishment. Nafisi meticulously documents the somatic performance required to survive in

this space, observing the transformation of her student, Sanaz, writing:
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You might notice that her gait and her gestures have changed. It is in her best
interest not to be seen, not be heard or noticed. She doesn't walk upright, but bends
her head towards the ground and doesn't look at passersby. She walks quickly and

with a sense of determination. (26)

This enforced invisibility and suppression of physical expression is a profound form
of somatic colonization. The resistance, then, is also somatic. Within the sanctuary of Nafisi's
living room, the simple act of unveiling becomes a powerful political statement. This is a
ritualistic, radical reclaiming of the health and glory of the female body, as bell hooks also
describes in her essay, a direct assertion of agency against a regime that seeks to erase female
individuality. The defiant acts of showing hair, growing nails, and wearing color are small but
potent assertions of self-definition, a definitive physical manifestation of narrative agency.
These acts demonstrate that even under extreme repression, the primary capacity to make
sense of oneself as a unique, embodied individual remains, and this capacity can be mobilized
as a form of resistance, as Lucas states as well, restoring "ontological agency" or "the
confidence that one will appear in the world as a unique 'I'" (19). The generativity of this act
is evident as the act of unveiling and discussing literature continuously generates fresh
understandings of freedom and self-ownership. Each woman's gesture and spoken reflection
is a distinct, unique narrative thread, articulating personal resistance. This agency is
profoundly relational, as the reading circle's magical sphere allows each woman's bodily
gesture to be read and affirmed by the others fostering a shared understanding. Crucially, this
Narrative Agency is non-sovereign, as the veil is imposed by the state; the women cannot flee

Iran but can rewrite bodily meaning inside it.

In both Anzaldta's and Nafisi's works, the body is not a passive object but an active
subject of history and politics. Anzaldua narrates a body that carries the historical wounds of

conquest and hybridity, transforming this pain into a source of defiant knowledge and
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resistance. Nafisi narrates a body under constant siege by the state, which reclaims its
autonomy through small, private acts of rebellion. Both authors show that for marginalized
women, telling the story of the body and performing acts of embodied self-determination are
crucial decolonial acts. They demonstrate how Narrative Agency can unveil and challenge
the racialized and sexualized guises through which power structures control individuals and

destroy democratic public spaces.

Another important thing that might help us in reading Anzaldua and Nafisi in the
narrative agency context is to look at it through relational dimensions. The relational
dimension of Narrative Agency underscores its essentially communicative nature,
demonstrating how individual narratives foster mutual recognition, build coalitions, and
create new forms of collective belonging. This aspect is central to decolonial praxis, as it

moves beyond isolated resistance towards collective liberation.

Anzaldta’s entire political project is aimed at building coalitions across deep-seated
divisions. She rejects static identity politics in favor of what Anna Nasser calls a "politics of
mobility from the interstices," which demands "the willingness to cross between cultures,
movements, and political positions based not on shared oppression but on shared political
goals" (1). This dynamic approach to alliance-building is crucial because, as Nasser explains,
"Coalition demands the willingness to cross between cultures, movements, and political
positions based not on shared oppression but on shared political goals and a relational

understanding of how different systems of power intersect and operate" (1).

Anzaldta views storytelling as a political strategy to build bridges for collective
struggle across differences. This aligns perfectly with Chandra Mohanty’s decolonial feminist

perspective on solidarity. Mohanty gives the definition and writes:
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I define solidarity in terms of mutuality, accountability, and the recognition of
common interests as the basis for relationships among diverse communities. Rather
than assuming an enforced commonality of oppression, the practice of solidarity
foregrounds communities of people who have chosen to work and fight together.
Diversity and difference are central values here—to be acknowledged and respected,

not erased in the building of alliances (77).

Anzaldta's Narrative Agency is thus aimed at creating the very stories and conceptual
frameworks that make such alliances possible. She provides a new language and a new
consciousness that allow for negotiating shifting commonalities and recognizing mutual

implication across difference.

Nasser further highlights that Anzaldua's borderlands function as points of origin for
resistance that must move outward, demanding mobility, a deliberate, strategic refusal of
fixed categories that would lock women of color into predetermined roles within systems of
domination. In this sense, storytelling is not only about self discovery, but also about finding
each other. It’s how people build relations and imagine new ways to see themselve sin the
system they are the victims of. Narrative agency matters because it lets us form connections
without asking for a fixed identity. The borderland ties people together. These aren't just
shallow relations, they turn into real, transformative bonds. Everyone joins the discussion by
bringing their own story into the collective and those stories come together to help them see
the bigger picture of the shared struggle. When people practice this togetherness, they are not
trying to escape reality or the system, on the contrary, they are trying to change it from the

nside.

Nafisi’s secret literary circle acts as an example for this relational practice. Within the
oppressive Iranian state, this small group of women creates a sanctuary, or a space of radical

openness, where they can engage in the difficult work of building solidarity, despite their
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differences. The shared act of reading becomes the vehicle for mutual recognition and the
establishment of a unique, private community. Nafisi describes the transformative power of

this shared space:

This aura of magical affinity made it possible for all eight of us to share
confidences and to share so much of our secret life with one another. It allowed us to
defy the repressive reality outside the room... For those few precious hours we felt
free to discuss our pains and our joys... we abdicated our responsibilities to our
parents, relatives and friends, and to the Islamic Republic. We articulated all that
happened to us in our own words and saw ourselves, for once, in our own image

(200).

This space embodies the conditions Lucas describes as necessary for agency to
flourish. It is a "solidaristic community that sustains one’s identity through listening to one,
and allowing one to listen to others, with respect” (111). Within this safe space, each woman's
unique capacity to make sense of the stories and of her own life is recognized, fostering what
Lucas calls “’ontological agency", which is the confidence that one will appear to others as a

unique 'I' (20). This confidence is the bedrock of political action, although small.

The classroom effectively becomes a space where they imagine new forms of
belonging beyond the nation-state and patriarchal structures that confine them. This collective
engagement actively counters the loneliness and worldlessness that Hannah Arendt defines as
the total loss of the common world. By making their particular perspectives communicable,
these women move from individual isolation to a plurality of unique selves, thereby
strengthening their individual and collective narrative agency. This process of sharing and
reinterpreting narratives is generative, continuously creating new solidarities across age,

marital status, and religious background within the group. Their Narrative Agency is
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non-sovereign, as they operate within the constraints of the Iranian theocracy, yet they

collectively rewrite the relational terms of their existence

Together, Anzaldtia and Nafisi demonstrate that Narrative Agency is inherently
relational. Anzaldta theorizes a macro-political project of alliance-building across racial,
cultural, and national borders, while Nafisi provides a micro-political model of how such
bonds are forged in the intimate space of shared storytelling. Both show that narrative is the
essential medium for translating individual experience into collective struggle, creating the
"web of stories" that sustains both the self and the community. Their practices emphasize that
"mutual recognition and reflexivity are plausible normative aims of an admittedly
contextualised feminist critical theory," as Lucas explains, essential for converting individual

experience into collective struggle (133).

To further understand the decolonial praxis elements in Anzaldua and Nafisi’s works,
we must turn to the five characteristics of Narrative Agency that Lucas defines, which are
deeply embedded in the decolonial praxis of both Anzaldtia and Nafisi. The primacy of
narrative agency is, which is the first characteristic element, evident in how both authors
create new epistemic and somatic frameworks before accepting dominant narratives or
prescribed identities. Anzaldua's mestiza consciousness, born from the open wound of the
border, is a prime example of generating a new way of knowing without any imposed
political categorization. Similarly, Nafisi's secret reading circle, by deliberately choosing
forbidden texts, establishes a new epistemic space where the capacity to interpret paves the

way and subverts state ideology.

In relation to that, the second characteristic Lucas introduces supports all their efforts,
as sensemaking is always in dialogue with others. Anzaldua’s call for a politics of mobility
from the interstices in Nasser’s argument emphasizes the necessity of constantly engaging

with diverse perspectives to build coalitions, where the self is constituted through interaction
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with a web of stories spun by oneself and others¢ Nafisi's classroom, too, functions as a
highly relational space where the magical affinity of shared reading allows each woman's
unique interpretations to be heard and aftirmed, fostering mutual recognition and

transforming individual isolation into collective belonging

The generative power of narrative agency, which is the third characteristic, is visible
in the continuous production of new meanings and possibilities for resistance. Anzaldta's
open wound is not a static symbol but a dynamic source that endlessly generates new
metaphors for identity, resistance, and healing. Nafisi’s act of unveiling and discussing
literature, in contrast to the regime’s fixed interpretations, continuously generates fresh

understandings of freedom, self-ownership, and political defiance.

The fourth element is to deal with uniqueness as every narrative articulated is singular
and arises from adifferent point of view. Anzaldia's personal experience of the border, for
example, though shared by many, is uniquely hers. In Nafisi’s circle, each woman’s personal
hesitation and struggles create a unique narrative thread that contributes to the collective web

of resistance.

Finally, narrative agency, which never acts alone. People exercise this inside the
power structures around them. Anzaldaa can’t just ignore or escape the geopolitical reality of
the border. Nafisi's students can’t escape the Iranian theocracy or overthrow the government.
But both find ways to reshape and reimagine their situation through storytelling. Their
resistant act show that, no matter the oppression, the will and ability to tell your own story

stays alive.

These five traits, articulated by Lucas, are thus not abstract theoretical constructs but
observable, active forces in the decolonial feminist projects of Anzaldia and Nafisi,

demonstrating that Narrative Agency is not a peripheral literary device but the engine of
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decolonial feminist praxis. By exercising narrative agency, Anzaldia and Nafisi turn personal
suffering into collective political methodology, thereby actualizing the decolonial project of

rebuilding the world on their own terms.
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3. Narrative Activism Matters

Narrative activism transcends mere personal expression, positioning itself as a critical
intervention against the very structures that perpetuate inequality and marginalization. By
transforming individual experiences into public narratives, storytellers actively challenge the
ingrained political grammar that supports dominant societal frameworks and historical
accounts. As Clare Hemmings's work suggests, even seemingly neutral narratives of
progress, loss, and return can be co-opted for post-feminist agendas if their inherent
structures are not critically examined, making the conscious shaping of stories a vital act of
resistance. Narrative activism operates by exposing the underlying grammatical structure that
makes certain power relations appear to be natural or inevitable, thereby creating space for
alternative meanings and challenging fixed notions of identity based on national, cultural, and

gendered boundaries.

Gloria Anzaldua, for instance, engages in profound narrative activism through her
linguistic hybridity and the creation of terms like mestiza consciousness and nepantla. Her
work challenges linear narratives of identity and language, and argues for a fluid, plural
understanding of self that rejects dualistic thinking. This is not simply a description of her
own experience but an offering of new epistemological tools for collective liberation.
Similarly, Azar Nafisi's Reading Lolita in Tehran acts as narrative activism by strategically
subverting the authoritarian narratives of the Iranian regime.. She uses the act of reading and
discussing forbidden Western literature as a way to publicly reshape and express private
dreams, thoughts, and desires, and to constantly have access to a dialogue between the public

and private worlds. This act of intellectual and personal resistance directly aims at he
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regime's attempts to control personal identity and collective mind, which demonstrates the

power of narrative activism to reclaim intellectual freedom.

Narrative activism matters because it challenges and reshapes the dynamics of power
about who gets to express themselves and who gets heard. Mohanty points out how Western
feminist scholars often degraded the term Third World Woman into one helpless figure who
does not have any layers, just for it to serve their own agendas. This erases the real lives and
experiences of women from the Global South. Narrative activism challenges this. When
people tell their own stories, like in Purva Naresh’s Ok, Tata, Bye-Bye, they don’t just accept
labels, but they push back. It stops being about an outsider looking in, but a peephole into the
narrator’s world. The storyteller calls the reader into the conversation, adding them to the
discussion to and by hat, holding them accountable. Instead of staying silent or watch
someonbe lese speak for them, the marginalized voices reclaim their own authority, showing

also that the real truth can come straight from the people living under the oppression.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s nuanced exploration of whether the subaltern can speak
underscores the profound difficulty for marginalized voices to be heard and recognized as

legitimate knowledge within dominant frameworks. Spivak articulates this by saying:

For the 'true' subaltern group, whose identity is its difference, there is no
unrepresentable subaltern subject that can know and speak itself; the intellectual's
solution is not to abstain from representation. The problem is that the subject's
itinerary has not been traced so as to offer an object of seduction to the representing
intellectual. In the slightly dated language of the Indian group, the question becomes,
How can we touch the consciousness of the people, even as we investigate their

politics? With what voice- consciousness can the subaltern speak? (80)
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Narrative activism, in this context, becomes a strategic and provisional means for
marginalized groups to temporarily adopt a unified identity to gain political traction, even
while acknowledging the constructed nature of that identity. By taking up the pen, individuals
like Anzaldua and Nafisi assert their intellectual and political authority, historically denied to
them, demonstrating that their self-representations are not just personal accounts but powerful

claims to agency that reshape discourse

Furthermore, narrative activism is crucial for its capacity to mobilize affect and
cultivate empathy in ways that purely factual or statistical reports often cannot. Hemmings
points out that "the mobilization of affect" is central to how narratives persuade audiences.
By putting together vivid descriptions, emotional honesty, and deeply personal memories into
their testimonies, activists can evoke a profound sense of identification and empathy in their
readers. This emotional engagement can then translate into concrete solidarity actions, and
increased public awareness. Henry James's powerful insistence on feeling during World War

I, as highlighted by Nafisi in reading Lolita in Tehran, resonates with this point:

Feel, feel, I say—feel for all you're worth, and even if it half kills you, for that is the
only way to live, especially to live at this terrible pressure, and the only way to honour and

celebrate these admirable beings who are our pride and our inspiration (215).

In contexts of severe dehumanization, the ability to feel and evoke feeling becomes a
fundamental act of resistance, affirming shared humanity and generating a collective response
to suffering. That emotional side is exactly why people love and celebrate memoirs. They
don’t just reveal complicated layers of oppression but they also push the readers to imagine

new kinds of solidarities and support them.

Narrative activism plays a huge role here, connecting feminist work across countries

and cultures. Mohanty's concept of feminism without borders emphasizes the need to
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transcend national, racial, and class lines to build a genuinely inclusive movement grounded
in common contexts of struggle rather than a universalized, conceptual sisterhood. When
works like Anzaldua's Borderlands or Nafisi's Reading Lolita in Tehran reach people around
the world, they do more than just tell a story, they build bridges necessary between all kinds
of divides. These stories let people see how others are dealing with the same systems of
oppression. The reader gets to learn from the source itself and relate to it, finding strength in
their shared experiences. Sharing these stories acts as a tool for resistance against strict
governments, religious rules, and the dominance of big corporations. In the end, all these
voices come together to connect with their collective experience and keep resistance alive.
This process is crucial for constructing alliances based on negotiating shifting commonalities
and recognizing mutual implication across difference, rather than relying on fixed or

essentialized identities.

Finally, narrative activism is indispensable because it makes previously invisible
histories visible, thereby expanding the very epistemic horizon of feminist theory itself. By
documenting the lived realities of women who inhabit Nasser’s interstices, where race, class,
gender, and geopolitics intersect, storytellers generate new categories of knowledge that
cannot be fully captured by existing analytical frameworks. Anzaldua's mestiza
consciousness is not just about being mixed, but a way of knowing that comes from living on
the edges. Because she stands on the crossroads, she is able to see how power truly operates,
because she can see how it moves from more than one side at once. Something similar can be
observed in Crenshaw’s work as well. She points out that women of color, who are often
pushed aside in feminist and racial discourses, end upg with a view that cuts through the
limits of linear thinking, because they can see what the stories are missing. That’s where
narrative activism comes in. The act of telling one’s story over and over again turns hardship

into insight. It is not just meditative, but also what pumps the blood to the heart. Every story
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sparks more questions, new vocabulary and political directions. Narrating yourself and your
world in this sense is not only about self expression, but a way to keep pushing and resisting

for change.

In summary, narrative activism is a powerful, layered element of contemporary
feminist studies. It translates the private capacity of narrative agency into public, strategic
action that reshapes discourses, challenges power relations, mobilizes empathy, and
continuously expands the boundaries of knowledge. It is through these strategic narrative

interventions that decolonial feminist liberation can be meaningfully advanced.
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4. From Agency to Activism: Storytelling as a Political Tool for Women

Building upon the foundational concept of Narrative Agency as the inherent capacity
for self-sense-making, we can now examine how that profound internal potential is
consciously mobilized into outward, strategic action. This deliberate and purposeful
deployment of storytelling for political ends can be termed Narrative Activism, and it
functions as an indispensable political tool for women globally. Narrative activism means
using stories intentionally, with the purpose of pushing back against oppressive ideas,
building bridges between different groups, challenging injustice and working towards a
collective freedom. It is where the natural talent for storytelling meets a political goal. This
makes narrative a powerful tool for social change, especially for tackling the specific

challenges women face.

At its core, narrative activism for women is defined by its intention to achieve gender
equality and justice. It moves beyond the simple recounting of personal experience to actively
shaping and spreading narratives with specific political objectives tailored to women’s
struggles. Lili Morgan’s impressive research, Narrative Activism: Strategic Storytelling for
Women's Advocacy, provides an essential framework for understanding this specific
importance. Morgan defines advocacy not as a passive plea but as “a deliberate, strategic
effort to speak or act on behalf of individuals and groups in order to advance their interests,

uphold their rights, or effect social change related to their experience” (9).

She further emphasizes that storytelling is an exceptionally “powerful, strategic
method for influencing public discourse” because of its unique ability to enhance audience
comprehension, capture attention, and foster emotional engagement in ways that purely

empirical data or abstract policy arguments often cannot. Narratives that vividly portray
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women’s lived experiences resonate deeply with audiences, circumventing intellectual
defenses and countering the "psychosocial numbing" that often accompanies abstract
statistics of suffering (10). This strategic use transforms women’s personal testimonies into
potent public and political instruments designed to galvanize communities and contest
patriarchal power structures. As bell hooks explains in her works, the act of sharing one’s
story or testimony is not just personal or meditative but rather a fundamentally political act
that creates the conditions for solidarity and collective liberation. Narrative Activism thus
bridges the personal and the political, linking individual narratives to inspire broader social

movements focused on women’s rights.

Morgan’s research identifies four interrelated categories that illustrate why
storytelling is such an essential political tool for women. First, strategies that promote
audience engagement, such as emotional appeals, optimistic conclusions, and the highlighting
of impactful outcomes, are crucial for garnering public support and mobilizing action (61).
Women’s issues have long been privatized or dismissed as "women's concerns" rather than
systemic injustices; evoking empathy and a sense of urgency is therefore essential for
translating private suffering into public responsibility (66). Morgan observes that successful
narrative activism instills a hopeful vision, framing challenging topics in an inspiring light by

focusing on women's resilience and perseverance.

Second, compelling descriptive techniques that include vivid language, contrastive
depictions of women’s circumstances, and chronological storytelling serve to immerse the
reader in a woman’s story, making it more memorable and persuasive (66). Most importantly,
the use of empowering language is a direct political intervention. Morgan notes that
organizations successfully “recognized women’s agency despite their circumstances, rather

than frame them as helpless or incapable of achieving change” (66). This shift directly
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counters the historical tendency to infantilize or dissmpower women’s narratives, affirming

their capacity for action.

Third, women’s self-expression is foregrounded through the inclusion of first-person
excerpts and personalized accounts of adversity. By allowing women to speak directly,
narratives gain an authenticity and credibility that statistics alone cannot provide (67). This
practice is a powerful antidote to historical silencing. Morgan’s analysis of a story about a
young woman named Hanh, who was trafficked, illustrates this point: “All my life, I am one
small girl with a small dream. I met a boy; he told me I am a lovely girl. He said I am like a
flower. I feel like a princess... I did not know his terrible plan” (72). The presence of such
first-person voices is a political act that transforms women from objects of study or pity into

subjects of their own histories and agents of change.

Finally, scope expansion strategies link individual stories to broader systemic realities
by presenting interconnected inequalities, incorporating empirical data, and humanizing
injustice. By situating personal narratives within a matrix of intersecting oppressions like
poverty, violence, and lack of education, storytellers demonstrate that women’s struggles are
not isolated incidents but symptoms of deeper structural problems. This approach aligns with
Kimberl¢ Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality, which explains how race, class, and gender
intersect to produce unique experiences of marginalization. Morgan notes that this
scope-expansion avoids presenting issues as isolated accounts and instead illustrates “the
complexity of oppressive gender norms and the urgency with which injustice must be

addressed” (61).

Gloria Anzaldua’s foundational work Borderlands/La Frontera exemplifies Narrative
Activism as a political tool for women. Her text is a meticulously crafted political
intervention designed to challenge fixed identities and mobilize a new consciousness from the

margins. She boldly politicizes the landscape and its inhabitants, framing their narrative as an
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examination of a site of continuous historical trauma and resistance. As Anna Nasser argues,
Anzaldta’s project was always about rejecting politics based on identity altogether in favor of
a politics of mobility from interstices. By inventing and merging terms such as mestiza
consciousness, Anzaldla provides a shared vocabulary that enables women in geopolitical
and psychological borderlands to articulate intersecting oppressions and transform that
marginalization into analytical power. Her narrative actively challenges the systems of
domination that deem women of color invisible, making her work a profound example of

strategic decolonial feminist narrative activism.

Azar Nafisi’s memoir Reading Lolita in Tehran offers a complementary example,
employing a distinct strategic approach suited to the context of internal exile and repressive
authority. Nafisi’s testimony is intentionally crafted for a global audience, exposing the
devilish mechanisms of totalitarianism. By foregrounding the personal stories of her students
and talking about their hopes, fears, and intellectual awakenings, Nafisi strategically
represents broader instances of gender inequality and political suffocation under the Iranian
regime. Her vivid prose and touching emotional details create a sense of urgency that
compels readers to act. The act of committing these “secret lives” and “forbidden readings”
to print transforms private, intimate resistance into a public indictment of tyranny, forging a
bridge of solidarity between a cloistered Tehran classroom and a transnational readership
(338). In this way, Nafisi’s work functions as a traveling tool of literature that sustains

identity and resistance when the physical environment becomes hostile.

Together, Anzaldia and Nafisi embody the transformative power of Narrative
Activism by consciously using their narrative agency to their advantage. They demonstrate
that storytelling is not an escape from political struggle but a transformative space at the core.
Their narratives are deliberate political acts designed to claim visibility, articulate a

counter-consciousness, and enact the politics of mobility, recognition, and liberation. They
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form alliances, challenge penetrating oppressions, and construct the bridges necessary for
collective struggle across differences. By doing so, they provide compelling models for how
the unique, nonautonomous, and generative capacity of narrative agency can be converted

into an undeniable force for decolonial feminist activism.
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Conclusion

This thesis has demonstrated how Gloria Anzaldtia and Azar Nafisi deploy
storytelling as a decolonial feminist praxis in their works, transforming personal narrative
into a potent political methodology. With the help of the theoretical framework formed
through a synthesis of key critical perspectives, the analysis is thorough and rich. In addition
to using Anzaldua’s border theory as a methodological tool, the thesis draws on Sarah Drews
Lucas’s theory and narrative agency and articulates the capacity to articulate a unique identity
over time. The narrative agency is politically essential for the intersectional subject, whose
experiences of marginalization are mapped by Kimberle Crenshaw’s theory of
intersectionality. Anzaldua and Nafisi’s narratives actively dismantle the discursive
colonization thatMohanty critiques, refusing to be degraded into the monolithic, victimized
“’third world woman.” Anzaldua and Nafisi ground their agency in their unique locations,
andd instead of being silent about their struggles or positions that were deemed as weakness,
they use their agency to create transformational grounds not only for the people in their
country but also for women all around the world, thus contributing to feminist and decolonial
studies. They are directly and courageously confronting the epistemic violence, exposing the
political forces, and giving voice to the silenced subaltern that Spivak interrogates. Anzaldua
and Nafisi’s acts answer Spivak’s question directly and tell us that a collective consciousness
formed by the solidarity, support, and intellectual discussion makes the subaltern powerful.
Anzaldua’s specific practice exemplifies what Anna Nasser identifies as a "politics of
mobility from the interstices," a strategic refusal of fixed identity that forges new possibilities
for coalition. This vision of alliance-building is precisely the "feminist solidarity" that bell
hooks champions. Both authors write from what hooks calls "the margin as a space of radical
openness," demonstrating how telling one's story becomes a political act of testimony that

builds bridges for collective liberation.
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Ultimately, Anzaldia and Nafisi’s works show that narrative activism is the essential
element for decolonial feminism and articulates that this method can turn into actison through
methodology, which transforms individual agency into a revolutionary force for social
change. The literary practice turns into a much more powerful tool than the weapons the
governments use to erase people. Narration enables people, especially those in
underdeveloped countries, to resist in a way that even the machinery can’t harm. At the end
of the day, soz ugar yazi kalir; the words vanish, but the writing remains. Anzaldua and
Nafisi are trailblazers in decolonial feminist action, and they made this possible in their own,
unique ways. Their work, as this thesis shows, tells us that collective solidarity and
intellectuality do not mean a single identity, but differences coming together to transform into
a powerful, beautiful, sentimental, and academic tool. For them, revolution starts with telling

one’s own story.
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