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Abstract

Travel narratives, as historical-literary documents, reveal dimensions of social life that
often remain hidden in other historical sources. This study adopts an analytical-comparative
approach to examine the representation of women in two major works of classical Islamic
travel writing: the Safarnameh of Nasir Khusraw (5th century AH/11th century CE) and the
Rihla of Ibn Battuta (8th century AH/14th century CE). By extracting and analyzing all
references to women in both texts, the study demonstrates that Nasir Khusraw, influenced
by his Ismaili ideological commitments and his moral-religious perception of travel, largely
marginalizes women and limits their presence to rare and indirect references, mostly
associated with wealth or aristocratic affiliation. In contrast, Ibn Battuta, benefiting from
broader social access and a more anthropological curiosity, portrays women in diverse
social roles such as political informants, artisans, and participants in public life.
Nevertheless, the findings indicate that both travelers primarily define women through
criteria such as beauty, wealth, or their relationship to male-centered structures of power.
These representations reflect the persistence of patriarchal discourse within medieval
Islamic societies. The differences between the two travelogues are rooted not only in the
personal and ideological positions of the authors, but also in broader transformations in
gender discourse across the Islamic world between the fifth and eighth centuries AH.

Keywords: Nasir Khusraw's Travelogue, Ibn Battuta's Travelogue, Women in
Travelogues, Discourse Analysis, Gender Attitudes.
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Introduction

Classical Persian and Arabic travel narratives constitute valuable historical and
literary sources through which hidden dimensions of social life can be
reconstructed. Among the many aspects reflected in these narratives, the
representation of women occupies a particularly significant yet understudied
position. In much of classical Islamic literature, women rarely appear as active
social subjects; rather, they are often marginalized, idealized, or reduced to
symbolic and domestic roles. Travelogues, however, provide a unique opportunity
to investigate how male travelers perceived women across different societies and
cultural contexts.

This study comparatively examines the representation of women in two major
Islamic travel narratives: the Safarnameh of Nasir Khusraw and the Rihla of Ibn
Battuta. Although both authors were Muslim travelers who journeyed extensively
through the Islamic world, their approaches to women differ considerably. The
study seeks to answer the following question: how do Nasir Khusraw and Ibn
Battuta portray women in their travel accounts, and what do these portrayals
reveal about broader social and cultural transformations in the Islamic world
between the fifth and eighth centuries AH?

The research is based on a qualitative analytical-comparative method. All
references to women in both travelogues were extracted and categorized
according to four principal criteria: mode of presence (direct or indirect), social
role, descriptive attributes, and the narrator’s evaluative attitude. The findings
were then interpreted within the broader historical and ideological contexts of the
two authors.

The analysis reveals that Nasir Khusraw’s representation of women is highly
limited and indirect. As an Ismaili missionary and religious intellectual, Nasir
Khusraw viewed travel primarily as a moral and ideological mission.
Consequently, his narrative remains strongly shaped by religious discipline and
ethical restraint. Women rarely appear in his travelogue, and when they do, they
are generally presented through their wealth, social status, or relation to elite male
structures. For example, he refers to a wealthy woman in Basra who financed the
construction of ships in order to solve transportation problems, yet even in this
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case the woman is not portrayed as an independent social actor but rather as a
figure associated with property and economic influence.

Moreover, Nasir Khusraw occasionally reproduces deeply patriarchal attitudes
toward women. In one striking passage, after describing a mechanical object that
amazed him, he abruptly associates women with irrationality and madness,
comparing them to epileptic individuals. Such sudden and seemingly unrelated
associations reveal the extent to which gender prejudice had become embedded
within the unconscious structure of the narrative itself. Women are not granted an
independent voice, nor does the traveler engage them in dialogue. Their absence
from public and narrative space reflects both the restrictive social structures of the
period and the author’s own ideological limitations.

In contrast, Ibn Battuta presents women in a much broader variety of social
roles. Unlike Nasir Khusraw, Ibn Battuta demonstrates strong anthropological
curiosity and frequently enters domestic and social spaces inaccessible to more
conservative travelers. Women appear in his narrative not only as objects of
beauty but also as workers, political agents, travelers, and participants in everyday
economic life. In India, for instance, he describes women employed as spies for
the ruler, entering homes and collecting information. Elsewhere, he refers to
women engaged in textile production and craftwork, thereby acknowledging their
economic participation.

Ibn Battuta’s descriptions are often highly detailed and personal. His narrative
includes references to marriage, female beauty, clothing, bathing customs, and
social interactions. Muhammad Ali Movahed, the Persian translator of Ibn
Battuta’s Rihla, notes that Ibn Battuta’s attention was constantly drawn toward
beautiful women and that he frequently married during his journeys. Such details
reveal a dual perspective in his narrative: on the one hand, genuine ethnographic
curiosity; on the other, a gendered and sometimes sensual gaze that evaluates
women according to physical attractiveness and sexual desirability.

Religious discourse also plays a central role in shaping the representation of
women in both travelogues. Nasir Khusraw’s religious worldview encourages
restraint and exclusion, whereas Ibn Battuta’s more jurisprudential and
pilgrimage-oriented  perspective allows greater descriptive flexibility.

29




€ L Analytical Comparison of the... Zahra Golabizadeh & Naser Nikoubakht

R T ——
Nevertheless, both narratives remain deeply embedded within patriarchal
structures. Even when women appear as socially active figures, they are usually
defined in relation to beauty, wealth, or political authority rather than autonomous
individuality.

The study further argues that these differences are not merely personal but
historically significant. Nasir Khusraw belonged to a period in which religious
authority and doctrinal identity dominated intellectual discourse, whereas Ibn
Battuta lived in a later era characterized by broader intercultural interaction across
Africa, India, Central Asia, and China. This expanded geography contributed to a
relatively more open observational framework. However, despite these
differences, neither traveler fully escapes the gender assumptions of medieval
Islamic society.

Another important finding concerns the relationship between travel writing and
social reality. Travelogues do not simply document objective observations; rather,
they reconstruct reality through the ideological lens of the traveler. Therefore,
representations of women in these texts should not be interpreted as neutral
descriptions of historical conditions, but as discursive constructions shaped by
religion, morality, social hierarchy, and masculine perception.

Ultimately, the comparative analysis demonstrates that the representation of
women in classical Islamic travel writing reflects both continuity and
transformation within medieval Islamic gender discourse. Nasir Khusraw
marginalizes women through silence and indirectness, while lbn Battuta
incorporates them into the social landscape through detailed and diverse
descriptions. Yet both writers continue to evaluate women within male-centered
systems of value. These findings contribute not only to the study of Persian and
Arabic travel literature but also to broader discussions of gender, discourse, and
social history in the medieval Islamic world.
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