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Biography 

Sattareh Farman Farmaian, the founder of social work as a profession in Iran, was born in 1921 
at the end of the Qajar dynasty. She came to the United States in 1944 and was the first Iranian 
student to attend the University of Southern California. There she earned a bachelor’s degree in 
sociology and a master’s degree in social work (MSW). Farman Farmaian realized early in her 
MSW program that it was her mission to establish social work as a profession in Iran. 

After earning her MSW in 1948, she held several positions in the United States, including one at 
a settlement house for immigrants in Los Angeles, CA. Later she worked for the United Nations 
as a Middle East expert stationed in Bagdad, Iraq. In 1958 she established the Tehran School of 
Social Work, which in essence undertook the duties of the Ministry of Welfare. Farman 
Farmaian developed the profession to fit the cultural and religious context in Iran, even coining 
the Farsi term for social worker madadacar (“one who helps”). 

Farman Farmaian became the founder and executive director of the Family Planning 
Association of Iran. She introduced family planning to Iran, which improved maternal and child 
health and influenced the national birth rate. She established the legal age of marriage in Iran 
and regularly affected legislation, including family population law and regulations. She also 
served as the director of the Community Welfare Centers of Iran. Farman Farmaian was an 
influential contributor in the Faculty Social Sciences and Research at Tehran University. She and 
her students worked on various research projects, including a project focusing on prostitution 
in Tehran. 

Farman Farmaian brought personal experience and professional expertise to her significant 
role as a leader in the global social work movement. She served as a board member for the 
International Association of Schools of Social Work. She sent her students abroad for 
internships and exchanges to many countries around the world. Students also came from other 
Middle Eastern countries to study at the Tehran School of Social Work. She hosted many social 
work educators and researchers at the University of Tehran, building global relationships and 
experiences. 
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In 1979, after 20 years of directing the Tehran School of Social Work, Farman Farmaian was 
forced to leave Iran at the beginning of Ayatollah Khomeini’s Revolution after being tried for 
counterrevolutionary charges. Despite being released because the claims against her were 
unfounded, Farman Farmaian’s life was still in grave danger. She fled to the United States as a 
refugee and began working again as a social worker in Los Angeles. 

In 1992 Farman Farmaian published her biography, Daughter of Persia: A Woman’s Journey 
from Her Father’s Harem Through the Islamic Revolution, which was nominated for a Pulitzer 
Prize. Farman Farmaian passed away on May 21, 2012, at her home in Los Angeles. She was a 
contemporary and colleague of Katherine A. Kendall. During 20 years of leading the Tehran 
School of Social Work, she and her students had a positive impact in Iran. As one of the first 
social work leaders in Iran, she left a rich legacy and important lessons for global social work 
practice.  
The following resources are provided for educators and students to use in courses and for 
further reading. 

Publications by Sattareh Farman Farmaian 

Farman Farmaian, S. (2007). Broadening Muslim tradition: Bringing family planning to Iran. In L. 
J. Suttenfield, P. E. Collins, & D. E. Pellegrom (Eds.), Courageous pioneers: Celebrating 50 
years of Pathfinder International and 80 years of pioneering work in family planning and 
reproductive health around the world (pp. 27–31). Watertown, MA: Pathfinder 
International. 

Farman Farmaian, S., with Munker, D. (1992). Daughter of Persia: A woman’s journey from her 
father’s harem through the Islamic Revolution. New York, NY: Crown. 

Farmaian, S. (1978). Socio-cultural aspects of age at marriage in the Middle East. Journal of 
Biosocial Science, 10(S5), 215–226. doi:10.1017/S0021932000024159 

Farman Farmaian, S. (1976). Women and decision making with special reference to Iran and 
other developing countries. Labor and Society 1(2), 25–32. 

Farman-Farmaian, S. (1975a). Twentieth-century Iran: Social services in transition. In D. Thursz 
& J. Vigilante (Eds). Meeting human needs: An overview of nine countries. London, UK: 
SAGE. 

Farman-Farmaian, S. (1975b). Early marriage and pregnancy in traditional Islamic society. 
Draper World Population Fund Report (1, Autumn 1975). Retrieved from 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED113270.pdf 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED113270.pdf
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International Federation of Social Workers & International Association of Schools of Social 
Work. (1997). “Social work as social development: A case history.” Papers from the 
Hong Kong Congress 1996. Manchester, UK: Manchester Metropolitan University. 

Additional Titles and Contributions 

Farman-Farmaian, S. (1977). Dar ānsū-yi dīvār-i Chīn: guzārishī az yak safar-i 33 rūzah bih 
kishvar-i Chīn. [On the other side of the China wall]. https://lccn.loc.gov/2007554662 

Farman-Farmaian, S. (1969). Pīrāmūn-i rūspīgarī dar shahr-i Ṭihrān. [Prostitution problems in 
the city of Tehran]. http://id.lib.harvard.edu/alma/990069620180203941/catalog 

“Country Profile of Iranian Family Planning and Social Welfare” (1965) 

“Children’s Needs” (1960) 

“Children and Teachers” (1966) 

Special Collections 

Sattareh Farman-Farmaian audiotape collection, 1987–2008. T-339. Schlesinger Library, 
Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass. Retrieved from 
http://id.lib.harvard.edu/ead/sch01273/catalog 

Sattareh Farman-Farmaian Papers, 1925–2008. MC 563. Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, 
Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass. Retrieved from 
http://id.lib.harvard.edu/ead/sch01196/catalog 

Publications About Sattareh Farman Farmaian 

Billups, J. O. (Ed.). (2002). Faithful angels: Portraits of international social work notables. 
Washington, DC: NASW Press. 

Saleh, M. F., (2008). Sattareh Farman Farmanian: Iranian social work pioneer. Affilia: Journal of 
Women and Social Work, 23(4), 397–402. 

https://lccn.loc.gov/2007554662
http://id.lib.harvard.edu/alma/990069620180203941/catalog
http://id.lib.harvard.edu/ead/sch01273/catalog
http://id.lib.harvard.edu/ead/sch01196/catalog
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Lieberman, A. (2009). Sattareh Farman Farmaian: Bringing social work education to Iran. In A. 
Lieberman (Ed.), Women in Social Work Who Have Changed the World. Oxford, UK: 
Oxford, University Press. 

 

Media 

Sattareh Farman Farmaian 2012 Documentary. Voice of America Persian Service with English 
subtitles. Retrieved from 
https://article.wn.com/view/2012/06/01/Sattareh_Farman_Farmaian_90_rescuer_of_p
rostitutes_in_Iran/ 

Sattareh Farman Farmaian BBC Persian (In Persian. No English subtitles). Retrieved from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lKZX6qKDaG0 

 

Selected Obituaries 

Langer, A. (2012, May 31). Sattareh Farman Farmanian. Washington Post. Retrieved from 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/sattareh-farman-farmaian-90-
rescuer-of-prostitutes-in-
iran/2012/05/31/gJQAy9OJ5U_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.70fc23ceae 

International Iran Times. (2012, May 31). Farman-Farmaian dies in LA at age 91. Retrieved from 
http://iran-times.com/farman-farmaian-dies-in-la-at-age-91/ 
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