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Abstract

With the advent of modernity in Persian literature at the beginning of the twentieth
century, representations of Iranian women in drama underwent profound changes.
The earliest manifestations of this new image appeared in plays directly influenced
by or adapted from European models. Women were no longer depicted as sacred,
transcendent figures but rather as earthly and social beings. In the years leading up to
the Constitutional Revolution, female characters in plays were portrayed with greater
freedom in expressing emotions and exercising individual agency. Yet, as the ideals of
the Constitutional period faded, these representations moved toward a more socially
grounded realism, most often within the context of domestic life and marital conflicts.
With the rise of authoritarian modernization under Reza Pahlavi, however, a new
archetype of the “ideal woman” emerged—an archetype aligned with the state’s nation-
building policies. This figure represented the “modern mother,” who, while still confined
to the traditional roles of devoted wife and mother, now appeared unveiled and redefined
as a symbol of modernity. This article seeks to examine these transformations through
the lens of Georg Lukacs’s theory of reflection, which conceives literature and drama not
as mere representations but as reflections of the totality of social relations. The focus is
on Sedigeh Dowlatabadi (1882-1961), a writer and activist who, alongside her social and
political engagements, wrote plays in alignment with the cultural agenda of the state.
Specifically, her play “Motherly Love,” or “Dark Life,” is analyzed as a paradigmatic text
that reveals how Reza Pahlavi’s policies on women were reflected artistically and how a
new image of the Iranian woman was thereby consolidated. By situating Dowlatabadi’s
dramatic work within both the broader history of women’s emancipation movements
in Iran and the specific cultural directives of the Pahlavi regime, this study demonstrates
how drama functioned as a vehicle for negotiating competing discourses of tradition
and modernity. It also shows how the stage became a contested site where women'’s
identities were not only represented but also ideologically shaped, reflecting the
tensions between grassroots reformist aspirations and top-down state reforms.
Keywords: Reza Pahlavi, Sedigeh Dowlatabadi, Lukacsian Reflection, Iranian Woman,
Motherly Love, Dark Life
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