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Harvard University

HOME

Department of History

Programs *  Coul v People * News & Events »
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Undergraduate Student
Faculty

Lecturers & Preceptors

Visiting Faculty

History Prize Instructors

Affiliated Faculty

Professors Emeriti

Faculty on Leave
Department Chair
Department Staff
Graduate Students
College Fellows
Postdoctoral Fellows
Research Associates
Visitors & Associales
Alumni
In Memoriam

FACULTY BY SPECIALTY

Time Period
Theme and Methodology
Geographic Region

HOME | PEOPLE /

Afsaneh Najmabadi

Francis Lee Higginson Professor of History and of Studies of Women, Gender, and
Sexuality, Emerita

Afsaneh Najmabadi is the Francis Lee Higginson Professor of
History and of Studies of Women, Gender, and Sexuality at
Harvard University. Her book, Women with Mustaches and Men
without Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian
Modernity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005),
received the 2005 Joan Kelly Memorial Prize from the American
Historical Associafion. With Kathryn Babayan, she co-

edited islamicate Sexualities: Translations across Temporal
Geographies of Desire (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
Middle Eastern Monographs, 2008). Her latest book, Professing
Selves: Transsexuality and Same-Sex Desire in Contemporary iran (Duke U ity Press,
2014) was a finalist for Lambda Literary Award in 2014, received the 2014 Joan Kelly prize
from the American Histerical Association for best book in women’s history and feminist theory,
and was a co-winner of 2015 John Boswell prize, LBGT History, American Historical
Associafion. A recent book conversation on New Books in Islamic Studies features this book:
http-{/newbooksinislamicstudies_com/2015/12/30/afaneh-najmabadi-professing-selves-
transsexuality-and-same-sex-desire-in-contemporary-iran-duke-up-2013/

Najmabadi leads a digital archive and website, Women’s Worlds in Qajar Iran
{www.gajarwomen.org). The project has been awarded three two-year grants from the
National Endowment for the Humanities, and was recognized by the White House Office of
Public Engagement in May of 2012

Curriculum vitae
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Afsaneh Najmabadi

I talked to Afsaneh Najmabadi over a period of a few weeks in June, July,
and August of 1991 and taped most of our conversation during three days in
August when she stayed with me in Champaign. Born in Tehran in the late
1940s, educated in Iran, the United States, and England, one of the founders
and editors of the leading Persian feminist journal Nimeye Digar (the Other
Half), Najmabadi has authored several books and articles, most recently on
the gendered history of Iranian modernity. Her narrative about growing up
female shows the range of models of womanhood and possibilities available
to girls from her particular class and background before the revolution. She
returned to Iran in September 1978 to be part of the revolution and left in the
summer of 1980. She currently teaches women's studies at Barnard College.
Afsaneh starts by describing her neighborhood and family.

We lived in the Sheikh Hadi neighborhood near what used to be the Serah-i-
Shah [Crossroads of Shahs| but now it's Serah-i-Inqelab [Crossroads of the Rev-
olution]. I love that old neighborhood. Its main street {Sheikh Hadi) is named
after Sheikh Hadi Najmabadi who is the grandfather of my grandmother, As
with many old Tehran families, most of the neighborhood was populated by
my large extended family. The neighborhood hospital was built on a trust
left to Sheikh Hadi and his male descendants, and in addition to producing
religious scholars, our family produced many male and female doctors and
engineers.’

Many stories grew around Sheikh Hadi: one is that Reza Kermani who
assassinated Nasirudin Shah was a disciple of his and actually went and asked
Sheikh Hadi’s permission to assassinate Nasirudin Shah. My grandmother's
version is that Sheilch Hadi neither forbade nor encouraged him. Another part
of family lore is that he was a hidden [secret] Azali or Babi [precursor to Ba-
haullah and the Baha'i movement]. Highly respected locally and nationally as
a model of a liberal family patriarch, he was among the constitutionalist clergy
to whom there are references in histories of the Constitutional Revolution.
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HARVARD UNIVERSITY
Department of History
Robinson Hall
Cambridge, Massachusetts 02138

Afsaneh Najmabadi Tel: (617) 496-7460

The Francis Lee Higginson Professor of History Fax: (617) 496-9855

Professor of Studies of Women, Gender, and Sexuality Email: najmabad(@fas.harvard.edu
May 14, 2013

To Whom It May Concem:

[ am writing this letter in strong support of Mr. Seyyed Meqdad Nabavi Razavi Rohani’s
application for doctoral studies at your university.

| have known Mr. Nabavi since September 2009, when he first contacted me about his
research interest in a religious intellectual figure of late-nineteenth-century Iran, Shaykh
Hadi Najmabadi (who happens to be my great grandfather). [ responded with a few leads
and suggestions and largely forgot about our exchange. I do receive a large number of
research queries from students and scholars from Iran, most of which does not have any
long-term interest for me. This was not the case, it turned out, with Mr. Nabavi. He
pursued his queries and soon I received a draft of an article on an old dispute that no one
had really addressed in a scholarly manner, much less come up with a persuasive
presentation. There has been a largely unsubstantiated claim that Shaykh Hadi Najmabadi
was a Babi (including some family lore to that effect), and a counter claim by Islamist
writers that the claim was malicious and unfounded. For the first time, Mr. Nabavi
provided a careful close reading of Shaykh Hadi Najmabadi’s only known manuscript
and through a textual comparison with major Babi/Azali writings persuasively argued
that Shaykh Hadi Najmabadi was most likely an Azali. The work, even in its early draft
form, was a truly impressive piece. [ am glad it has been since published.

That was only the beginning of our long correspondence on religious intellectuals of late-
nineteenth century and [ have learnt and benefitted enormously from our exchanges. I
have since read several other articles by Mr. Nabavi and always look forward to reading
whatever he sends me. He is by far the most knowledgeable person in Iran as a scholar of
Azali history, a much neglected part of nineteenth-century intellectual history of Iran.

From early on in our exchanges, I hoped that some day Mr. Nabavi would have a chance
to pursue doctoral education in history. I very much wish I could bring him to Harvard.
But for the moment, [ agree with his choice of beginning his further graduate education in
a UK university.

For the past five years I have led a digital archival project, Women’s Worlds in Qajar
Iran. On the basis of Mr. Nabavi’s expertise [ invited him to join our Advisory Board. His
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assistance has been invaluable in helping us identify and process several important family
collections.

Mr. Nabavi, compared to the students trained in the UK, may have some gaps in theories
of history and in research training, but given his dedicated enthusiasm, I have no doubt
that he will be a stellar student who will make his intellectual mark on your doctoral
program. | have no doubt that he will succeed in graduate studies. I highly recommend
his admission to your university system.

Cordially,

Gfdw(’m,,r%

Afsaneh Najmabadi
The Francis Lee Higginson Professor of History
Professor of Studies of Women, Gender, and Sexuality
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