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Abstract

Women's periodicals in Iran, particularly during the Qajar and Pahlavi eras, played a pivotal role in
raising awareness, promoting women's rights, and driving social change. Among the earliest
independent women's publications were Zaban-e Zanan (Isfahan, 1919) and Nameh-ye Nesvan-e
Sharg (Gilan, 1925), each emerging from distinct socio-cultural contexts. This study aims to compare
these two pioneering journals and explore key questions: Why was Zaban-e Zanan discontinued
shortly after its launch, while Nameh-ye Nesvan-e Sharq continued for a longer period? What
differences existed in their objectives, content, and editorial approaches? How did the social and
cultural environments of Isfahan and Gilan influence the performance and impact of these
publications? Using a historical methodology, the findings reveal that Zaban-e Zanan, with its
emphasis on legal demands and criticism of restrictive traditions, faced strong opposition in the more
conservative milieu of Isfahan and was swiftly shut down. In contrast, Nameh-ye Nesvan-e Sharq,
published in the relatively liberal setting of Gilan, focused on education, culture, and women's
empowerment, which allowed it to operate for a longer period. Ultimately, the social structure, cultural
receptivity, and discursive strategies of these journals played a decisive role in the sustainability and

success of the local women's press in modern Iranian history.
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Introduction

Zaban-e Zanan and Nameh-ye Nesvan-e Sharq were among the earliest independent women’s
periodicals in Iran, emerging at a pivotal moment in the late Qajar and early Pahlavi eras, when
debates over women’s rights, education, and social reform were rapidly expanding. Although both
journals were committed to women’s awakening and empowerment, they arose in distinct socio-
cultural contexts and adopted notably different editorial approaches, resulting in divergent trajectories
and varying longevity. Zaban-e Zanan, founded and directed by Seddigeh Dowlatabadi in the more
conservative city of Isfahan, took a bold political stance and openly criticized social backwardness,
gender discrimination, and major national policies such as the 1919 Agreement. These positions
provoked strong opposition from religious traditionalists, political authorities, and social elites, leading
to repeated censorship, violent attacks, and eventual suspension. In contrast, Nameh-ye Nesvan-e
Sharg, founded by Marzieh Zarrabi in the more socially open and modernizing environment of Gilan,
pursued a primarily educational and cultural mission, focusing on literacy, hygiene, motherhood, and
social advancement for women. Although it faced pressures under Pahlavi rule, its generally moderate
tone allowed it to continue for a longer period before political restrictions and administrative
challenges led to its closure.

The central problem examined in this study is why two journals with similar goals of women’s
enlightenment produced such different outcomes, and how the social, political, and intellectual
climates of Isfahan and Gilan affected the sustainability, influence, and reception of these periodicals.

Method

Using a historical-analytical method, this article argues that the divergence between the two journals
stems not only from external political pressures but also from their distinct intellectual orientations,
editorial strategies, and understandings of how women’s transformation should occur.

Findings

The findings show that Zaban-e Zanan, guided by Dowlatabadi’s activist and reformist worldview,
used journalism as a tool for political critique. It challenged patriarchal norms, condemned superstition
and ignorance, and called for structural reforms in law, governance, and women’s rights. This made
the journal a central force in the emerging political consciousness of Iranian women but also made it
highly vulnerable to suppression. In contrast, Nameh-ye Nesvan-e Sharq presented women’s progress
primarily through cultural development and educational reform. Zarrabi emphasized training capable,
literate, and socially responsible women rather than direct engagement with political structures. Yet,
even this seemingly non-political approach could not fully protect the journal from state suspicion —
especially given Gilan’s proximity to Soviet influence and the government’s anxiety over potential
leftist leanings.

This comparative analysis shows that the fate of each journal was shaped by the interaction between
its intellectual orientation and the surrounding political and social landscape. While Zaban-e Zanan
had a deep and transformative influence on political awareness among women, its radical tone
shortened its lifespan. Conversely, Nameh-ye Nesvan-e Sharq had a quieter but more sustained
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cultural impact within Gilan, advancing female education and community participation. Together,
these journals reveal the diversity of women’s discourse in early twentieth-century Iran and highlight
the crucial role of local contexts in shaping feminist expression.

Conclusion

Ultimately, the study shows that women’s periodicals during this period were not only vehicles for
information but also active agents in redefining gender roles, challenging patriarchal structures, and
cultivating new forms of social consciousness. The contrasting trajectories of Zaban-e Zanan and
Nameh-ye Nesvan-e Sharq illuminate the multifaceted nature of Iran’s early women’s movement and
underscore the importance of regional, political, and ideological factors in determining the power and
vulnerability of women’s print culture.
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