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bstract

Simultaneous with the emergence of the Constitutional Movement in Iran, many associations were
established in all parts of the country. Among them, women's associations, both overt and clandesting,
played an active role. These associations attempted to exploit the opportunities provided by the
political conditions of the time to bring about changes in the living circumstances of women not only
in Tehran but also in other cities. Most of these groups used available newspapers and magazines, as
well as the establishment of girls' schools, to compare the status of women in Iran with that of women
elsewhere and to critique prevailing conditions. In the city of Rasht, a group of enlightened and
cultured women, in pursuit of women's political and social demands, founded the Payk-e Sa‘adat-e
Nesvan Society. This association participated in activities such as founding a girls' school, establishing
a library, organizing lectures and handicraft classes, and publishing a magazine. One of its members—
and among the pioneering figures in women's education—was Roshanak Nowdoust. Alongside
establishing the Sa‘adat-e Nesvan School, she published the periodical Payk-e Sa‘adat-e Nesvan
between 1927 and 1928 (1306-1307 A.H. Solar).

The present article, using the method of thematic analysis and based on an examination of the six
extant issues of this periodical, tries to answer the following questions: What were the writers' views
about women and women's issues? Who was the intended audience of their writings? To which groups
of women did they address their discourse? Considering women's political and social rights, the
authors of this magazine emphasized issues like the women's role and importance within the family
and society, the education and socialization of women, and their contribution to the progress and
development of Iranian society.
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Introduction

Simultaneous with the emergence of the Constitutional Movement in Iran, numerous associations were
established across the country. Women’s societies, both openly and at times clandestinely, played an
active role in the constitutional struggle. These associations, not only in Tehran but also in other cities,
sought to use the political opportunities of the time to bring about changes in the living conditions of
women. Most of these groups utilized newspapers, magazines, and the establishment of girls’ schools
to critically examine the existing situation, often by comparing the status of women in Iran with that of
women in other countries.

In Rasht, a group of educated and culturally minded women founded the Peyk-e¢ Sa‘adat-e Nesvan
Society in order to pursue women’s political and social demands. This society engaged in activities
such as establishing a girls’ school, founding a library, delivering lectures, offering handicraft training
courses, and publishing a magazine. One of its members and one of the pioneering women in female
education was Roshanak Nowdoust. Alongside founding the Sa‘adat-e Nesvan School, she published a
periodical of the same name between 1927 and 1933.

The aim of this research is to investigate the perspectives of the society’s secretary, its members,
and the magazine’s authors concerning Iranian women. Accordingly, the present study, using thematic
analysis, examines the viewpoints expressed in the Peyk-e Sa‘adat-e Nesvan magazine regarding
women and issues related to them. Since the magazine explicitly stated that its content included moral,
literary, social, and historical subjects written by a group of enlightened women of Gilan, the author of
this study attempts—through analyzing the six remaining issues of the periodical—to answer several
key questions: What were the authors’ views on women and women’s issues? Who constituted their
intended audience? Which groups of women were they addressing?

Political and social transformations in Qajar-era Iran brought significant changes to the position
and social conditions of women. These transformations—rooted in Iran’s encounters with Western
ideas and events—manifested in various intellectual movements within the country. Increased
attention to women’s political and social rights, as well as critiques of traditional attitudes toward
women’s lives, can be counted among the most significant developments in modern Iran. Growing
contact with the West, the publication of newspapers and magazines, the founding of modern schools,
and the writing of new books all contributed to raising women’s awareness and the emergence of
demands for women’s rights.

The Iranian women’s movement, which arose from both poor living conditions and increased
awareness, faced severe limitations and pressures during its early years. Nonetheless, the belief in the
necessity of change motivated women to recognize the importance of their social roles. Describing and
criticizing the social status of women in the Qajar period, one observer stated: “Not only are they
regarded as insignificant, lacking dignity, weak, and like captives, but they are deprived of all
knowledge, far removed from insight, ignorant of the world, and devoid of all human arts.” (Agha
Khan Kermani: 130)

Women's initiatives—above all, in respect of opening schools—suffered fierce counteraction by
extremist conservatives. It was for this reason that a great number of girls' schools established by
educated and progressive women had to be closed within a very short time of their establishment. Yet
efforts did not come to an end. The first women's periodical, Danesh (1909-1910 / 1328 A.H. Lunar)
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directed by Dr. Kahal, devoted most of its attention to women's education and household training. Yet
the second, third, and other succeeding newspapers, such as Shekiifeh (1910-1911 / 1329 A.H. Lunar)
edited by Mozayyen al-Saltaneh, Zaban-e Zanan (The Women's Voice) by Seddigeh Dowlatabadi, and
Banuvan (Ladies) by Tooba Roshdiyyeh, concentrated their efforts mainly on cultural matters—above
all, on raising women's consciousness (Tabataba'i, 1990: 172-174).

More than anyone else, the secretary and founder of Peyk-e Sa‘adat-e Nesvan, Roshanak
Nowdoust, emphasized women’s education, their involvement in social activities, and increasing
literacy among girls and women. Her dedication enabled her to obtain permission to establish a six-
grade girls’ school under the same name in 1923. Another of her cultural endeavors was publishing the
Peyk-e Sa‘adat-e Nesvan magazine, issued every two months beginning in 1927. Nowdouz believed
that the most important factor for the progress and prosperity of any society was the expansion of
schools and the spread of education. She criticized the existing situation, lamenting that twenty-three
years after the Constitutional Revolution, no significant progress had been made: “Had even half of
the attention given in recent years to male education been devoted to the upbringing of our mothers
and sisters, today the prize of fortune would have been ours. And if we could not surpass our
neighbors, we could at least have matched them.” (Peyk-e Sa‘adat-e Nesvan, 27 September 1927,
Issue 1: 3)

The articles published in the magazine show that the works of both male and female writers aligned
with the publication’s cultural aims and motivations. The writers were recognizable cultural figures of
their time. The women authors came from middle-class social and economic backgrounds, and from
families with considerable social and cultural capital. Analysis of the content reveals that education
and training of women were the primary focus. The authors pursued three major goals: educating
women for homemaking, child-rearing, and moral upbringing of children; teaching women to
participate socially in order to nurture the next generation; and providing education as a means of
transforming power relations and fostering women’s progress.

In summary, key common points across the magazine’s articles include:

¢ Emphasis on the importance of educating women and girls.

e Attention to equality of rights between men and women, supported by explicit Qur’anic
references.

e Advocacy for women’s employment, financial independence, and freedom from
dependence on men.

e Stress on women’s awareness of their social and educational responsibilities.

e Presentation of examples of women’s social and cultural participation in other countries to
raise public awareness of women’s conditions.

e Frequent emphasis on expanding and developing girls’ schools.

e Recognition that Iran’s backwardness could only be overcome through proper education of
women and by avoiding rigid patriarchal attitudes.

o Belief that although literacy and education are necessary, schooling alone is insufficient
without moral refinement.
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e Assertion that the root cause of any country’s backwardness is the lack of awareness
among its women; without women’s enlightenment and socialization, no transformation is
possible.

o Critique of past educational methods—especially regarding girls—and advocacy of raising
the younger generation in accordance with contemporary needs and principles of modern
education.

e Acknowledgment that although men play an important role in increasing women’s
awareness, women’s own will and determination are more crucial for improving their
condition.
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