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Abstract

The first social, cultural, and political policies concerning women were enacted during
the reign of Reza Shah. Yet, as in previous eras, women’s presence in various spheres of
society—including social and political participation—remained marginal. This study
seeks to uncover the reasons for the limited social and political participation of women
in Reza Shah’s period. Since human relations with self and others are primarily formed
through mental constructs, which are reflected in artistic works—particularly in
poetry—this paper, within the framework of mental construct theory, examines the
poetry of that era to identify the causes of women’s lack of participation. Because many
male and female poets of the time addressed social and political issues, including
women’s participation, this descriptive—analytical research applies thematic analysis to
reveal male poets’ personal constructs (expressed through two main themes: “women’s
activeness” and “women’s passivity”’) and female poets’ self-constructs (from the
perspective of others and from the perspective of self), identifying their similarities and
contrasts. While most scholars have attributed women’s lack of participation to
patriarchal attitudes and male-dominated social structures, findings suggest that most
male poets, in fact, envisioned an ideal future for Iran and viewed women’s
participation optimistically. They encouraged women to play effective roles in the
nation’s affairs. Conversely, female poets—though they acknowledged women’s
individual, social, and political capabilities—turned their gaze toward Iran’s lived past.
From this realistic standpoint, they depicted women as perceived by men: subordinate,
weak, captive, ominous, and worthless. This realistic self-perception of women,
internalized from men’s perspective, appears to have contributed to women’s limited
socio-political participation in Reza Shah’s era.

Keywords: Contemporary poetry; Women’s socio-political participation; Mental
constructs; Realism; Idealism.

Introduction

Literary works—especially poetry—serve as a window into the political and social
realities of any era. Literature both arises from and reflects the social conditions of its
time (Shirvanlou 1976, 168; Setoudeh 1999, 56). In Reza Shah’s period, poets—men
and women alike—<criticized the painful social realities and traditional mindsets of the
past (Dadvar and Habibi 2008, 83) and protested the historical marginalization of
women in political and social spheres (EIm, Hamidi-Nasab, and Hezbavi 2011, 100). At
times, however, poets also praised Reza Shah’s policies regarding women, expressing
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admiration and directing their attention not toward Iran’s actual past but toward an ideal
future in which women would achieve their rightful social position.

This divergence in viewpoint stems not from differing realities but from
differing narratives of reality. Poets reflect in verse not the objective truth of the
external world but their own mental constructs—the conceptual frameworks through
which they perceive and interpret phenomena (Razma 2019, 7).

Research Questions and Methodology
This study uses library research for data collection and thematic analysis (Braun and
Clarke 2006) for interpretation. Following King and Horrocks (2010), the process
involves three stages:

1. Descriptive coding (identifying subthemes)

2. Interpretive coding

3. Integration, in which codes are organized to illustrate relationships among

themes and subthemes (as shown in Figure 1 of the article).

Through this methodology, authors attempt to provide answers for the following
questions:

1. What were the mental constructs of poets during the First Pahlavi period
regarding women’s social and political participation?

2. How did their constructs reflect the dual conditions of realism (the actual past)
and idealism (the imagined future)?

3. Which group of poets focused on the painful social realities of the past, and
which envisioned an ideal future for women?

4. What factors influenced the formation of these reality-oriented and ideal-
oriented constructs?

Findings and Conclusion

Analysis of the poets’ works reveals that women’s limited socio-political participation
in the First Pahlavi era cannot be attributed solely to the masculine nature of public and
political life. Psychological and personal factors also played a role, as individuals’
engagement in society often reflects their mental constructs—their internalized
perceptions of self and others.

In male poets’ circles, women are generally portrayed positively and
respectfully. They criticized patriarchal traditions and called for the restoration of
women’s true identity and status, encouraging active female participation in social and
political affairs. Thus, most male poets directed their gaze toward an ideal future for
Iran and adopted an idealistic outlook toward women’s participation.

Female poets of the same era, however, revealed deeper and more complex
dimensions. Despite acknowledging women’s potential and rights (self-constructs from
their own perspective), they internalized men’s view of women as inferior, weak, and
constrained (self-constructs from the perspective of others). Consequently, they
reflected Iran’s real past through a realistic lens. Believing that men viewed women as
weak and subordinate, they either withdrew from or resisted full participation in public
life. Hence, the limited socio-political presence of women in the First Pahlavi era can be
traced to this internalized perception—a self shaped through the male gaze.
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By contrast, most male poets of the time (with one exception) perceived women
as capable and influential individuals, essential to the nation’s progress and deserving
respect and empowerment.
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