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Abstract

In contemporary Iran, transgender life is caught in a paradoxical state of
“legal acceptance” and ‘“social exclusion.” The dominance of the
medical-legal perspective has created a profound gap between “formal
knowledge” (based on pathology) and “lived experience.” Thus, this
research analyzes the social construction of the transition process within
this gap to understand how social actors narrate and experience this
path. Conducted within the framework of critical constructivism, the
study employs a two-phase qualitative methodology: reflexive thematic
analysis of over 100 hours of Persian podcasts and participatory
ethnography in Isfahan based on 80 hours of in-depth interviews with
15 transgender individuals and 5 specialists. Findings indicate that
while public self-narratives formulate transition in a linear, five-stage
model (disruption, translation and naming, institutional bargaining,
temporary accommodation, re-creation), field evidence reveals lived
reality as continuous structural suspension. Finally, drawing on critical
symbolic interactionism, the study argues that this linear model is a
symbolic struggle by the subject to impose order on chaos and achieve
“legibility”- an effort that, paradoxically, leads to the reproduction of
the linear logic desired by formal institutions.
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Extended Abstract

1. Statement of the Problem (Living in the Epistemic Gap)

In the contemporary sociopolitical context of Iran, transgender
existence is caught in a dual and deeply paradoxical state. On one
hand, Shi'a jurisprudence (Figh) and the Iranian legal system have
recognized transgender identity by opening a unique medico-
jurisprudential path. Yet, on the other hand, this "legal possibility" has
not necessarily translated into "social acceptance™ or, in other words,
"legibility” in everyday life. The central problem of this research lies
within this very gap: the dominance of the medical-legal gaze has
created a profound epistemic gap between "formal knowledge" (which
reduces the subject to pathological case files) and the "lived process™
(which is fraught with daily and emotional negotiations). Formal
institutions focus primarily on "authenticating™ (Ehraz) the status,
whereas the subject is grappling with "how to traverse" this path.
Thus, by distancing itself from formal readings, this study seeks to
understand how, in the absence of valid narratives, social actors
formulate the transition process in public self-narratives (podcasts),
and how this formulation relates to the suspension-like reality of the
field.

2. Theoretical Approach (From Institutional Legibility to
Disciplinary Agency)

To grasp the complexity of this situation, this study utilizes a
combined and multi-layered theoretical framework. At the macro
level, drawing inspiration from the post-structuralist tradition (Butler
and Foucault) and Queer theory, the concept of "institutional
legibility" is employed to demonstrate how the subject, to be
recognized, is compelled to "translate™ themselves into the language
of bureaucracy and medicine. At the meso level, utilizing kinship
anthropology, the family is understood not merely as a center of
affection, but as a "regulatory regime" and a "semi-autonomous social
field" enforcing the parallel law of reputation (Abru). Finally, to
bridge the gap between structure and agency, "Critical Symbolic
Interactionism™ and the dialectic of the "I" and the "Me" (Mead) are
applied. This framework allows us to analyze the subject's actions
(such as acquiescing to stereotypes in court) not as mere submission,
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but as a form of "disciplinary agency" and a survival tactic vis-a-vis
the "generalized other."”

3. Methodology (Listening to Voices from the Margins)

Defined within the paradigm of “critical constructivism,"” this research
employs a two-phase qualitative method. The first step involves
analyzing an "alternative public archive"- a space where subjects,
enabled by the anonymity of voice, narrate their censored experiences.
To this end, over 100 hours of audio content from Persian podcasts
(primarily the "I am a Trans" series) were examined using "reflexive
thematic analysis”. The second step, aimed at validating and
deepening the model derived from the podcasts, consisted of a
"participatory ethnography" in Isfahan, comprising 80 hours of in-
depth interviews and field observations. This methodological
combination facilitated a comparison between the "ideal narrative” (in
podcasts) and the "concrete reality™ (in the field).

4. Findings (The Linear Model vs. The Reality of Suspension)
Analysis of the audio archive indicates that subjects, to make sense of
their experience, reconstruct the transition process into a linear, five-
stage model:

1. Disruption: The painful experience of inner dissonance and a
crisis of legibility with the self.

2. Translation and Naming: The effort to find new language
and signs (naming, voice modification) for self-reading.

3. Institutional Bargaining: Confronting administrative
violence and the effort to translate the body into the language
of law and medicine (performance-as-translation).

4. Temporary Accommodation: The exhausting management of
roles in everyday fields (home, work, city).

5. Re-creation: Transforming experience into the politics of self-
narrative and the production of collective knowledge.

However, the ethnographic encounter with the field (Isfahan) revealed
that this linear model does not constitute the whole reality. In lived
experience, institutional bargaining is not a transient stage, but a state
of "perpetual structural suspension”. In the field, the body becomes a
"case file," and the family, acting as the enforcer of parallel law, keeps
the individual in a recurring cycle of negotiation through mechanisms
of exclusion and emotional conditioning.
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5. Discussion and Conclusion (Narrative as a Survival Strategy)
The contrast between the linear model (in podcasts) and the state of
suspension (in the field) leads us to the analytical core of the research.
The article's final argument posits that the five-stage linear model
found in public narratives is not merely a reflection of reality, but a
"symbolic struggle” by the subject to impose order on the chaos of
suspension. The transgender subject has realized that the condition for
navigating institutional barriers and achieving legibility is to present a
coherent narrative -one with a beginning and an end- that aligns with
the medicalized therapeutic logic of formal institutions. Therefore,
while podcasts offer a space for alternative voices, they inadvertently
reproduce the dominant linear logic to become "legible”. Ultimately,
this research demonstrates that gender transition in Iran is not a linear
progression from point A to Z; rather, it is a process of "becoming"
that takes shape within the constant tension between the "I" (the
agency seeking self-narration) and the rigid legal and familial
structures (demanding a specific legibility). What remains is a tireless
effort to transform an "illegible body" into a "narrative self".
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