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From Erasure to Sexual Objectification
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Abstract
The representation of rural women in ‘classical Persian literature was pre{}minantly
marginal and shaped by traditional gender stereotypes. With, the socio-cultural
transformations of the Pahlavi era, the questio%zs as to how the representation of this
subject changed in the fictional literature of the period. The main objective of the present
study is to analyze how the rural woman is represented and to examine the influence of
dominant discourses (partic\larly the male gaze) on her objectification in these works.
Adopting a qualitative approach and drawing on Foucauldian discourse analysis, this
study examines works of fiction from the Pahlavi era as its primary source. The focus is
on how the subject of the "rural woman" is produced and positioned within the
prevailing discourses: The findings in(%:ate that despite the emergence of modern
discourse and limitéd changes at the level of representation, the image of the rural
woman continues to be reproduc ithin the framework of earlier stereotypes. The
dominant male discourse of t@ ahlavi era, even within the context of cultural
transformation, “managed. to absorb and adapt certain modern elements, thereby
preserving its hegemony over the representation of the rural woman and portraying her
as the “Other” and'a ma‘mlized object.
Keywords: Rural Woman, Fiction Literature, Pahlavi Era, Discourse Analysis, Gender
Stereotypes.
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Introduction

In Persian literature, rural women had a marginal presence, predominantly framed within
traditional gender stereotypes (wife, mother, mistress). This situation reflects the
relationship between power and knowledge in Iran's literary structure; a knowledge
system in which the rural woman is not a subject but an object of cognition, defined
through male-centered representations. Due to her gender and social origin, she becomes
a "double other." The main question is: What diseursive mechanisms shaped the
representation of rural women in Pahlavi era fiction, and how did. this lead to their
objectification? Is there a significant difference in the representation of women in
works by authors of different backgrounds (urban/rural) and different genders?

Works such as "Iranian Women in Transition from Tradition to Modernity™ and "The
Women's Rights Movement in Iran" cencentrate on urban women. "The Story of the
daughters of Quchan", although addressing r&vomen, belongs to the Qajar period.
The book "Rural Society of Iran in the Qajar Era", emphasizing "t£ lack of a direct
voice for villagers," demonstrates that villagers“did not find an opportunity for
independent presence and-representation; a finding consistent with the problem of the
current research. A research gap is evident in the discourse analysis of rural women's
representation in‘Pahlavi era. \

\
Materials and methods '

.The unit of analysis is.the rur%female characters in their actions, dialogues, and the
ways they are deseribed.The research population consists of Persian stories related to
rural life during the P*Vi era (Y4Ye-14V4). Using sources such as "One Hundred
Years of Iranian Story Writing" and "Encyclopedia of Iranian Story Writers," Y°Y stories
related to villagers were identified. Among these, Y+ stories featured rural women
characters or made significant references to them, and were selected as the primary
sources. Of the Y+ selected stories, ©© were written by urban male authors, 'Y by rural
male authors, and only Y by an urban female author. Notably, no story by a rural female
author was found from this period; a significant absence indicating this group's
deprivation of access to the means of literary discourse production.

Discussion

Examining the representation of rural women across three historical periods reveals the
following:



First Period (Y4Ye-Y4£V): In the four stories from this period, the rural woman is
represented as a victim (of violence, sexual exploitation) or as a superstitious and passive
entity. In "The Worker's Black Day", women are either victims of domestic violence or
sexual exploitation. In "The Shrine of the Aga", women are depicted as superstitious and
dominated by the village cleric. "Tasbih Khan" repeats the stereotype of the woman as
victim. "The Woman Who Lost Her Man", by reproducing the ethereal/wanton
dichotomy, portrays the rural woman as a neurotic and male-dependent being.

Second Period (Y4£1Y-Y32Y): Nine stories focusing on rural women were published. In
the works of Beh-Azin, rural women are represented as lascivious beings content with
their relationships with the landlord. "Under the Red Light-and "Water" repeat the same
stereotype. "Dezashb" is an exception, addressing a rural woman's ed&on. In the
stories of Payandeh and Sadeqi, although stereotypes are mocked, the rural woman
remains absent. B

Third Period (Y47Y-Y4Y4): The number of stories increased. Three main\discursive
formulations can be identified:

V. The Lustful and Wanton Woman, /
Y. Victims of Forced Marriage,
Y. The Passive Woman.

Alongside this d@ninant formulation, ‘other depictions also appeared: the acquisitive
woman, the superstitious woman, the oman as labor force, and the woman victim of
social diserimination. ’ ‘

In stories by rural male author}women have a more prominent presence but are still
primarily defined within the context of sexual relations. However, works like "Gavareh-
ban", "Razvo, Asdo, I&jijeh," and "Bread and Butter" show signs of attention to
women's economic roles and their exploitation without the usual sexual undertones. In
works by urban fema‘le\uthors, the rural woman is either absent or has a marginal
presence.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the rural woman, faced double limitations in accessing
discursive tools. The complete absence of rural female authors in this period confirms
the persistence of the mechanism of discursive exclusion. Despite social changes and the
increase in the number of stories in the third period, the representation of the rural
woman remains dominated by patriarchal discourse, and she is primarily depicted as a
sexual object, a passive victim, or a stereotypical figure. However, signs of gradual
change are observable in the attention paid to the rural woman's economic role and the
reflection of her exploitation in the workplace, which could pave the way for different



representations in subsequent periods. The fiction of this era, rather than being the voice
of rural women, reflects the male gaze on this group and has contributed to the
consolidation of stereotypes and the perpetuation of discursive dominance.
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