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Abstract 

Mohammad Reza Shah, in pursuit of the social modernization of Iranian society, 

continuously sought to promote his favored model of womanhood. Banu magazine was 

among the influential publications in shaping the ideal image of Iranian women 

according to the Shah’s vision. This study investigates how Iranian women were 

constructed based on the Western female model in Banu magazine during the years 

1944 to 1947 (1323–1326 SH). To address this question, the research employs a 

qualitative content analysis method grounded in Stuart Hall’s theory of representation, 

particularly focusing on its three main strategies: stereotyping, naturalization, and 

foregrounding. The findings indicate that Banu magazine attempted to portray Western 

women as modern role models for Iranian women, especially in the context of engaging 

with modernity. It did so by emphasizing feminine beauty and disseminating certain 

ideological perspectives through themes such as the promotion and instruction of 

lifestyle choices, etiquette and social behavior, modern approaches to clothing and 

makeup, housekeeping, marriage, and childcare. Furthermore, the magazine stressed the 
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importance of women’s participation in politics, employment, and education presenting 

this image as the embodiment of an ideal Iranian woman facing the modern world. 

Keywords: Banu Magazine, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, Representation Theory, 

Stuart Hall, Stereotyping, Naturalization, Foregrounding. 

 

Introduction 

During the early years of Mohammad Reza Shah’s reign, the construction of female 

identity in Iran became intertwined with the state’s modernization agenda. The media, 

especially women’s magazines like Banu, played a crucial role in disseminating a 

model of womanhood aligned with Western ideals. This study explores how Banu 

magazine, published between 1944 and 1947, depicted Western women as 

aspirational figures for Iranian readers. By employing Stuart Hall’s theory of 

representation—particularly stereotyping, naturalization, and foregrounding—the 

article examines the ideological strategies used to shape and promote a modern, 

Westernized image of Iranian womanhood. 
 

Materials and Methods 

This research employs a qualitative content analysis method to explore the 

representation of Iranian women in Banu magazine (1944–1947). All 28 published 

issues were examined using a census sampling approach. The analysis is grounded in 

Stuart Hall’s theory of representation, focusing on three key strategies: stereotyping, 

naturalization, and foregrounding. Data were collected through coding and thematic 

categorization of texts, images, and narratives. This methodological framework enabled 

a systematic interpretation of how Banu constructed and promoted a Westernized model 

of womanhood aligned with the Pahlavi regime’smodernization discourse. 
 

Discussion& Results 

The findings of this study reveal that Banu magazine (1944–1947) functioned not 

merely as a publication, but as a strategic medium in shaping a new model of Iranian 

womanhood aligned with the state-driven modernization project of Mohammad Reza 

Shah Pahlavi. Utilizing Stuart Hall’s theory of representation particularly the strategies 

of stereotyping, naturalization, and foregroundingthe magazine constructed and 

disseminated a Westernized, idealized image of the modern Iranian woman. 
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Through stereotyping, Banu systematically categorized traits and behaviors into 

normative and deviant binaries. Features such as physical beauty, body fitness, political 

awareness, education, employment, and proper etiquette were promoted as desirable and 

modern, while traditional dress (especially the chador), superstition, emotional restraint, 

and illiteracy were portrayed as regressive and undesirable. These value-laden 

classifications subtly encouraged Iranian women to internalize the Western model of 

femininity as superior and aspirational. 

The strategy of naturalization was employed through biographical profiles of 

successful Western women—predominantly American and European figures such as 

Florence Nightingale, Betty Grable, and Elizabeth Blackwell. These representations 

framed modern, independent, and socially active women as natural embodiments of 

femininity. The frequent use of inspirational narratives and visual content suggested that 

achieving modern womanhood required emulating these Western role models. This not 

only legitimized the stereotyped ideals introduced earlier, but also positioned them as 

universally valid. 

In the third strategy, foregrounding, the magazine repeatedly emphasized certain 

thematic priorities such as the necessity of women's social and political participation, 

critiques of traditional norms (especially regarding dress and gender roles), and the 

aesthetic and symbolic power of beauty and fashion. Topics such as unveiling, fashion 

trends from Europe, women’s civic engagement, and critiques of patriarchal customs 

were prominently featured. This discursive repetition functioned to embed the 

ideological priorities of the Pahlavi regime into the cultural consciousness of readers, 

particularly urban women. 

The convergence of these three strategies produced a coherent and intentional 

discursive framework aimed at constructing a new identity for Iranian women one that 

was visibly modern, ideologically aligned with Western norms, and supportive of the 

regime’s broader modernization efforts. However, this identity was largely imposed top-

down and lacked organic roots in the sociocultural fabric of Iranian society. While it 

resonated with segments of educated urban women, it also encountered resistance and 

failed to create a widespread or lasting transformation in traditional gender perceptions. 

In summary, Banu magazine served as an active agent of cultural engineering, 

working to redefine femininity in accordance with the ideals of Western modernity. 

Through its editorial choices, representational tactics, and ideological framing, it played 

a pivotal role in promoting a state-sanctioned model of womanhood—one that was 

aesthetically Western, politically engaged, socially active, and yet distanced from 
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indigenous cultural traditions. This constructed image, though influential, ultimately 

remained a contested and incomplete project in Iran's complex sociopolitical landscape. 
 

Conclusion 

The findings indicate that Banu magazine was not merely a reflector of women’s status 

but an active agent in shaping the identity of Iranian women aligned with the Pahlavi 

modernization project. Through the strategies of stereotyping, naturalization, and 

emphasis, the magazine constructed a modern, rational, and Western-influenced image 

of Iranian women. Although it promoted new values and perspectives, its neglect of the 

local cultural context prevented deep social rooting, rendering the effort an incomplete 

and ambivalent cultural project. 
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