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In the traditional historiography of Iran’s tribes and nomadic communities,
the image of the “warrior man” and the “tribal chief” has consistently been
portrayed as the sole and unique actor in the arena of power. This one-dimensional
and patriarchal approach has led to the systematic neglect of the complex,
multilayered, and decisive role of women within the underlying and even hidden
levels of political power. The present study aims to reinterpret and redefine the
political position of women within the tribal power structure, focusing on the
Qajar and Pahlavi periods. It seeks to answer the fundamental question of how
women—particularly those from the tribal aristocracy, such as Bibi women and
the wives of khans-exerted influence over major, strategic, and consequential
tribal decisions.

The sphere of women’s political power within tribal society extended far
beyond the stereotypical and limited roles of homemaking and managing
household subsistence affairs. In reality, women utilized their social and symbolic
capital to become active political actors. Through mechanisms such as “marriage
diplomacy” to connect rival clans or strengthen political alliances, “mediation in
violent intertribal conflicts,” and the “management and guidance of vital tribal
affairs during periods of absence, power vacuums, or following the death of tribal
leaders,” they functioned as essential pillars of political stability and continuity.

Drawing upon a careful examination of historical documents, travel accounts,
and qualitative evidence, this article argues that women within the tribal power
structure were not marginal figures merely accompanying men. Rather, they were
“domestic politicians” and key actors in the machinery of politics. By employing
extensive kinship networks, moral authority, and the management of inter-family
relations, they were capable of balancing power between tribal structures and the
central government. Through controlling and maintaining these connections, they
played a crucial role in ensuring the security and survival of the tribe.
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