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2. The Image of Women in Qajar Ethical Texts Zahra Taheri

This paper will examine two Persian treatises on ethics written before the Constitutional Movement,
and focus on the rules and regulations formulated in Persian ethical treatises during the Qajar period
(1797-1925).

These two treatises, both called 7a'dib al-Niswan, discuss women’s virtues and vices, one from a
strongly religious and the other from a secular point of view. The first “Ja dib al-Niswan” is a concise
unpublished manuscript which discusses the qualities required in a good woman and punishments
awaiting a disobedient woman in the next world; and the second 7a’dib al-Niswan is a detailed treatise
written apparently as a guide for families, but in fact as a prescription for disobedient women who neglect
their duties. Later, a detailed discussion on the virtue of piety and the benefits of permanent and
temporary marriage was added to the brief preface of this work, in order to legitimize it as a religious
ethical composition, and the name was also changed to ‘Ishrat al-Nisa’. The contradiction between the

religious issues discussed in the introduction and the social issues discussed in the main body of the work




makes this treatise unique as a testament to the struggle of religion and tradition to set up ethical barriers
to the growth of Iranian women’s consciousness and vigilance in the middle of the Qajar period.

These ethical treatises were written at a time which may be considered a bridge between the medieval
and modern periods, a time when Iran was experiencing profound social and cultural changes. Contact
with the West, and intellectuals’ criticism of political and social corruption and their objection to the lack
of social justice and freedom, paved the way for constitutional reform in Iran, and women’s participation
in political demonstrations was the beginning of a new chapter in some aspects of their life. Women’s
assemblies and periodicals played some role in informing women of the necessity of equality and freedom,
while, at the same time, ethical compositions, in the name of religion, tradition, and ethics, were opposing
women’s struggle for breaking the barriers towards freedom. The first treatise’s emphasis is on the fact
that disobedience in woman causes God’s disfavor and wrath, therefore the necessity of obedience in a
woman is not only for the sake of man’s satisfaction, but also to please God and fulfill His commands;
and the second treatise’s emphasis, on the other hand, is on the fact that obeying man and his will,

consistently and wholeheartedly, is the woman’s social duty.
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Sh. Moreh, Live Theatre and Dramatic Literature in the Medieval Arab Worid, Edinburgh U. P. (1992).
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