The Ideal Woman in the Mirror of Nameh-ye Banvan: The Discursive Struggle and Novel Representations in
the Late Qajar Era

Extended Abstract

Introducion

The late Qajar period marks a pivotal era in Iranian history, not only for its political upheavals
culminating in the Constitutional Revolution but also for the profound cultural and intellectual
transformations that redefined the role and status of women in society. Prior to this period, the
ideal woman was largely confined within the restrictive framework of the andaruni (domestic
sphere), defined primarily by patriarchal and religious norms that emphasized chastity, obedience,
and motherhood while severely limiting access to education and public life. However, the
intellectual awakening spurred by the Constitutional Movement, coupled with exposure to modern
Western ideas, created fertile ground for new discourses on women'’s rights, education, and social
participation. In this evolving landscape, women’s periodicals emerged as powerful vehicles for
articulating feminist sentiments and reimagining female identity. Among these, Nameh-ye Banvan,
edited by Shahnaz Azad, played a crucial role in redefining the "ideal woman" by strategically
negotiating between traditional values and modern aspirations. This study examines how Nameh-
ve Banvan employed critical discourse analysis drawing on Norman Fairclough’s three-
dimensional model to reconstruct the image of the ideal Iranian woman through concepts such as
education, social engagement, maternal responsibility, and bodily health, ultimately contributing
to a discursive shift that laid the groundwork for modern Iranian femininity.

Methods:

This study employs a qualitative historical-documentary methodology, integrated with Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) inspired by Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional framework, to
examine the discursive construction of the “ideal woman” in Nameh-ye Banvan, a pioneering
women’s journal published during the late Qajar era (1920-1921, corresponding to 1299-1300
SH). The research population encompasses all eleven extant issues of the journal, which were
comprehensively collected from digital and archival sources and analyzed using purposive and
exhaustive sampling i.e., every text segment thematically related to the notion of the “ideal
woman” was included. Data analysis proceeded through Fairclough’s tripartite model: at the
textual level, lexical choices, metaphors, syntactic structures, and semantic polarizations (e.g.,
“awakening vs. ignorance”) were identified; at the discursive practice level, processes of meaning
production such as direct address (“sisters, you must...”) and intertextual references were examined
to understand how the journal engaged its female readership; and at the sociocultural (ideological)
level, mechanisms of foregrounding (e.g., repeated emphasis on “education” and “national duty”),
marginalization (e.g., dismissing opponents of female schooling as “superstitious”), metaphorical
framing (e.g., “mother of the nation”), and discursive hybridity (blending modernist and Islamic-
traditional values) were analyzed to reveal how Nameh-ye Banvan subtly challenged patriarchal
norms while avoiding direct confrontation with dominant ideologies.

Results:

The analysis of Nameh-ye Banvan reveals that the journal played a pivotal role in redefining the
“ideal woman” during the late Qajar era by strategically navigating the tension between traditional



and modern discourses. Rather than rejecting tradition outright, the journal employed a hybrid
discursive strategy that reinterpreted conventional values particularly motherhood, piety, and
familial duty through the lens of modernity, nationalism, and social responsibility. This synthesis
allowed the publication to advocate for women’s education, social participation, and bodily health
without provoking direct confrontation with dominant patriarchal or religious norms. At the core
of this redefinition was the metaphor of the “mother of the nation,” which reframed maternal care
as a national duty. Education was no longer portrayed as a threat to femininity but as a necessary
tool for raising an enlightened future generation. Health both physical and mental was elevated
from a private concern to a matter of public interest, with women cast as guardians of national
hygiene and demographic vitality. The journal consistently contrasted “awakening” with
“ignorance,” “light” with “darkness,” and “future” with “past,” constructing a moral and
ideological binary that positioned the modern, educated woman as essential to Iran’s progress.

Discussion:

The findings of this study demonstrate that Nameh-ye Banvan was far more than a periodical
reporting on women’s issues; it functioned as a dynamic discursive space where the very notion
of the “ideal woman” was actively reconstructed in late Qajar Iran. Operating at the intersection
of traditional Islamic values, state-driven modernization narratives, and an emerging feminist
consciousness, the journal skillfully navigated these often-conflicting discourses to articulate a
new feminine ideal one that was simultaneously pious and educated, domestically rooted and
socially engaged. This discursive hybridity, as revealed through Fairclough’s three-dimensional
model of critical discourse analysis, allowed Nameh-ye Banvan to advocate for transformative
social change without triggering immediate backlash from conservative segments of society. This
strategy aligns with broader patterns observed in early non-Western feminist movements, where
reformers often couched emancipatory demands within culturally resonant frameworks to ensure
legitimacy and accessibility. In this case, the redefinition of motherhood as a “national duty”
served as a powerful discursive bridge: it preserved the sanctity of a traditional role while radically
expanding its scope to include literacy, public health awareness, and social responsibility. Thus,
education was not presented as a path to individual autonomy per se which would have been
politically untenable but as a moral and patriotic obligation. This pragmatic framing enabled the
journal to challenge patriarchal norms indirectly, by revaluing women’s contributions to nation-
building rather than demanding rights on the basis of universal equality. Moreover, Nameh-ye
Banvan contributed significantly to the emergence of a female public sphere. By publishing letters
from readers, reporting on women’s associations, and portraying both global and local female role
models, the journal created a sense of collective identity and shared purpose among its audience.
This was especially crucial in a context where women’s voices were largely excluded from
mainstream political discourse. Shahnaz Azad’s visible role as editor further reinforced this sense
of agency she was not merely a spokesperson but a living embodiment of the ideal she promoted.
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