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ABSTRACT

This article examines the experiences of transgender individuals in Isfahan and argues that
gender reassignment is not a linear or complete process, but rather an unfinished and
suspended condition that is continuously negotiated at the intersections of family, religion,
law, and medicine. The study draws on more than eighty hours of in-depth interviews with
fifteen transgender participants and participatory ethnography conducted in group therapy
sessions, collective camps, and everyday contexts. These lived experiences are analyzed in
dialogue with the perspective of legal and psychological professionals to illuminate their
institutional context. The methodology combines thematic and narrative analysis: basic
themes were derived from participants’ narratives and subsequently reframed conceptually in
dialogue with sociology oflaw, social psychology, and gender studies. This interpretive process
was refined through months of reflexive engagement with the field. Findings suggest that
“suspension” does not signify the absence of identity, but rather an institutional and social
condition in which individuals must navigate contradictory procedures to secure recognition
of their stabilized selves. The process of gender reassignment in Isfahan is shaped both by the
city’s particular socio-cultural environment and by the broader medico-legal discourse at the
national level. By bridging Foucauldian analyses of power/knowledge with George Herbert
Mead’s interpretive account of the self-in-interaction, this study extends the theoretical project
of scholars such as Afsaneh Najmabadi. It demonstrates how transgender subjects, through
“micropolitics of survival” and everyday strategies, reclaim agency within these intersecting
structures of regulation and continually reconstitute their identities.

Keywords: embodiment, gender reassignment, legal order, participatory ethnography,
transgender subjectivity

1. Associate Professor of Sociology, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran

P4 Etemady@ut.ac.ir

2. PhD Candidate in Theoretical-Cultural Sociology, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Tehran,
Tehran, Iran

P< Najmi.ala@ut.ac.ir

* Corresponding Author


https://doi.org/10.22035/isih.2025.5515.5134
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
mailto:Najmi.ala@ut.ac.ir

lntcrdisci{:]jnary Studies
in the Humanities

Volume 17
Issue 3
Summer 2025

INTRODUCTION

This article analyzes the state of "social suspension" faced by the transgender subject
in Iran. This condition signifies a rupture between an individual's internal, stable
identity and external structures, taking shape within a liminal space between official
registration, social interpretation, and bureaucratic rules. The present research argues
that this experience is not merely a medical or legal matter but is woven into the fabric
of everyday life at the intersection of formal and informal institutions. Within this
framework, Isfahan is chosen as a specific case study because it is a context where the
tension between "formal institutional logic" and the "informal power of kinship and
social surveillance” manifests in a particularly acute form.

PURPOSE
This study pursues the following main objectives:

o To analyze the lived, everyday experiences of transgender individuals in
Isfahan, demonstrating that gender reassignment is not a linear medical process but
a complex and suspended condition.

¢ To move beyond purely legal or medical frameworks by examining this
experience at the intersection of the key institutions of family, religion, law, and
medicine.

o To formulate and develop the theoretical concept of "social suspension” to
explain the liminal, uncertain, and negotiated state in which the transgender subject
is positioned.

e To create a theoretical bridge between a macro-level analysis of power (a
Foucauldian approach) and a micro-level analysis of interaction (a Meadian
approach) to simultaneously understand the regulatory structures and the creative
agency of transgender individuals through their "micropolitics of survival".

METHODOLOGY

This research is a qualitative study with an interpretive approach and participatory
ethnography method, based on long-term fieldwork spanning several months and
participatory living among transgender individuals residing in Isfahan province. The
selection of this method stems from the methodological belief that understanding the
lived experiences of marginalized groups requires long-term presence, trust-building,
and internal companionship with the field. Participant identification was conducted
through snowball sampling and reliance on prior communication networks. The total
research data resulted from a combination of participant observation, multi-stage in-
depth interviews, and focused group discussions. The analysis process utilized a
combination of thematic analysis and narrative analysis methods to extract common
patterns at emotional, institutional, and embodied levels.



FINDINGS
Analysis of this research data revealed three main and intertwined themes:

Suspended Embodiment: The transgender body is a field where various powers
compete to define and control "valid identity". In the institutional field, the body
becomes an object of surveillance and discipline. In the social field, it is an arena of
judgment and readability, forcing the individual into "stigma management"
(Goffman, 2017a). However, from participants' perspectives, the body is not merely
a passive object but becomes a project of recreation and resistance.

Fractured Kinship: The family operates as a dual institution that is simultaneously
the main source of harm and the possibility of repair. Initial reactions include
physical and psychological violence, coercion into conformity, and complete
rejection. After this stormy phase, families often enter a phase of conditional
acceptance that can be described as a kind of "family theater".

Contradictory Institutions: Religion and law are dual tools that provide both the
possibility of legitimization and instruments of control.

When confronting this complex system, participants employ survival and
resistance strategies, the most important of which is "narrative management".

CONCLUSION

The experience of transgender individuals in Isfahan shows that the gender reassignment
process cannot be merely summarized within the framework of body change or passage
through legal and medical pathways. This process constitutes a "social suspension"—a
condition in which a subject with a stable internal identity is kept in an in-between and
uncertain position by external structures. These politics are realized in daily decisions,
body styling, management of street gazes, strategic choices of silence or disclosure, and
moment-to-moment negotiations with family and institutions.

NOVELTY

The theoretical innovation of this article is notable in two aspects: first, creating an
interdisciplinary bridge between macro-level power analysis and micro-level interactional
analysis to understand the condition of suspension (Foucault, 1990; Mead, 1934). Second,
addressing the subject of being transgender in Iran with an interdisciplinary approach
that brings together gender studies, sociology of law, and social psychology in a unified
analysis. This interdisciplinary approach enables a deeper understanding of the
complexities of the transgender experience in Iran's social context.
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