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One of the few early Qajar intellectuals who acknowledged the of the traditional gender
order on the perpetuation of Iran’s traditional society was Mirza Fatali Akhundzadeh.
Previous research has frequently overlooked a critical examination of the relationship
between these views and his overarching anti-religious macro-project, despite the availability
of numerous studies. The objective of this investigation is to investigate the fundamental
inquiry: how are the ostensibly progressive themes concerning women in Akhundzadeh’s
works formulated within a radical secular discourse, and how do they relate to his project of
de-religionization? This article employs the theoretical frameworks of “Feminist Critical
Discourse Analysis” and “Postcolonial Feminism” within a two-stage methodological design
to examine gender themes in his plays, Maktubat-e Kamal al-Dawla, and philosophical
essays in order to elucidate this discursive connection.

The findings of the first stage (descriptive) that 20 fundamental themes can be distilled into
five organizing themes, which include the deprivation of liberty, monogamy, gender
equality, female autonomy, and the recognition of their status, as well as hijab. These themes
superficially appear to be in accordance with the discourse of Western modernity.
Nevertheless, the second-stage (critical) analysis reveals that these themes actually construct
a single overarching theme: the “instrumental reconstruction of woman as an object of
modernity,” which is wholly in service of the radical project of the “complete abrogation of
Sharia.” The article concludes that Akhundzadeh’s approach was effective in criticizing
discriminatory traditions; however, its exclusive reliance on Western Enlightenment
discourse rendered it a radical ideology that lacked an epistemological connection to the
indigenous and religious capacities of Iranian society.
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Introduction

The transition to the Constitutional Revolution in Iran was characterized by a heightened interaction
between Western modernity and traditional Iranian society. In this context, a new intellectual current
emerged that challenged inherited religious, social, and political structures and introduced concepts
such as intellectual progress, individual rights, rationality, and social reform into Iranian public
discourse. Among the early figures of this current, Mirza Fath-Ali Akhundzadeh occupies a
distinctive position. He was among the first intellectuals of the Qajar era to acknowledge that the
traditional gender order was a significant factor in the perpetuation of the broader structures of
traditional Iranian society. His writings and dramatic works repeatedly address issues such as hijab,
polygamy, women’s education, gender equality, women’s agency, and the social recognition of
women.

Previous scholarship has frequently examined Akhundzadeh as either a progressive advocate for
women's rights and a pioneer of the modern Iranian woman, or as a radical critic of religion, Sharia,
and the Islamic past. However, the correlation between these two dimensions has not been
thoroughly examined. Akhundzadeh’s ostensibly emancipatory themes regarding women in his
works are formulated within a radical secular discourse. The central question of this study is how
they relate to his broader project of de-religionization and the complete abrogation of Sharia. The
argument of the article is that women’s issues in Akhundzadeh’s discourse should not be interpreted
as solely social or ethical concerns, but as essential components of the discursive articulation of
modernity, secularization, and cultural affinity with the West.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative, two-stage interpretive-critical design. The corpus consists of three
major groups of Akhundzadeh’s writings: his philosophical essays, his plays compiled in Tamthilat,
and Maktubat-e Kamal al-Dawla. These texts were deliberately chosen for their explicit content on
gender, religion, tradition, reform, and society.

Thematic network analysis is implemented in the initial phase of the investigation to identify and
arrange explicit semantic patterns that pertain to women and gender. The texts were systematically
coded to extract initial concepts, which were subsequently organized into fundamental themes,
organizing themes, and a global theme. This descriptive stage aims to reconstruct the surface
structure of Akhundzadeh’s gendered discourse without immediately reducing it to a predetermined
ideological interpretation.

The motifs that were extracted from the first phase are subjected to critical interpretation in the
second stage. The theoretical framework integrates postcolonial feminism and feminist critical
discourse analysis. Drawing on Michelle Lazar’s feminist critical discourse analysis, the study
examines how apparently emancipatory discourses may reproduce new forms of gendered power
through naturalization, foregrounding, and marginalization. A framework for analyzing how the
rhetoric of women's liberation may become entangled with colonial or Westernizing projects that
represent non-Western women as passive, primitive, and in need of rescue is provided by
postcolonial feminism, particularly the work of Leila Ahmed and Chandra Mohanty. The objective is
to elucidate the ideological function of gendered themes within Akhundzadeh’s broader intellectual
project.

Findings

The descriptive stage identified twenty basic themes organized under five major organizing themes.
The initial organizing motif is the hijab as a form of freedom deprivation. In Akhundzadeh’s
writings, hijab is not solely depicted as a religious form of dress; rather, it is portrayed as a structural
mechanism that restricts and excludes women from public life. He portrays seclusion and veiling as
indicators of social backwardness and as forms of injustice against half of humanity.

The second organizing motif is monogamy as a moral model of marriage. Akhundzadeh regards
polygamy as an unjust institution that deprives women of affection, emotional security, dignity, and
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equality and rejects it. He associates monogamy with civilization and connects it to the modern
principle of equality between men and women.

Gender equality is the third organizing theme. This encompasses the critique of social inequality,
the demand that women be regarded as equal participants in human rights and social development
the right to education, and equal legal status. In this respect, Akhundzadeh’s writings appear to
challenge the patriarchal assumptions of traditional society.

The fourth organizing theme is women’s autonomy. His plays represent women as speaking,
choosing, resisting, and acting subjects. The image of a woman who rejects coerced marriage, asserts
her will, and demands her rights is embodied by characters such as Sakineh. This represents a
significant departure from the passive portrayal of women that is prevalent in numerous conventional
representations.

The fifth organizing theme is the acknowledgment of the dignity and status of women.
Akhundzadeh endeavors to transform women from domestic dependents to human, social, and even
political subjects. He refers to Western examples of women participating in public affairs and
holding positions of authority as signs of a more advanced social order.

On the surface, these five organizing themes seem to align Akhundzadeh with the discourse of
Western modernity and with contemporary claims about women's emancipation, equality, and
freedom. Nevertheless, the critical stage reveals that these themes converge into a singular global
theme: the instrumental reconstruction of women as objects of modernity. In this deeper discursive
structure, “woman” becomes less an autonomous subject of emancipation than a symbolic site
through which Sharia, tradition, and Islamic social order are delegitimized. The veiled woman
becomes a sign of backwardness, while the unveiled and socially visible woman becomes a signifier
of modernity. Consequently, the female body is converted into a site of discursive contestation
between secular modernity and tradition.

The critical analysis also demonstrates that Akhundzadeh's gender discourse shares structural
similarities with what Leila Ahmed refers to as colonial feminism: a discourse in which the defense
of women’s rights is employed to undermine Islamic culture and validate Western cultural
superiority. Similarly, his representation of women resonates with Chandra Mohanty’s critique of the
Western gaze, insofar as women appear “free” only when they approximate Western models of
behavior, social visibility, and legal order. Akhundzadeh’s appeal to pre-Islamic Iran also serves a
strategic function: the invocation of women’s former dignity is not only intended to defend women,
but also to support a broader narrative of Iranian decline after Islam.

Conclusion

The article concludes that Akhundzadeh’s approach to women was historically significant and, in
certain respects, effective in criticizing discriminatory traditions such as forced marriage, polygamy,
women’s exclusion from education, and the denial of women’s agency. Nevertheless, his gender
discourse remained deeply embedded in a radical secular project that sought not merely to reform
social customs, but to undermine the authority of Sharia as such. The ostensibly progressive themes
in his writings were, in fact, part of a broader ideological framework that was designed to de-
religionize and reconstruct Iranian society in accordance with the principles of Western
Enlightenment.

However, the modern woman in Akhundzadeh’s discourse was not merely an end in itself from
this perspective. She was also a discursive instrument that was used to illustrate the inadequacy of
Sharia and the necessity of Western-style modernity. His failure to establish an epistemic connection
with indigenous and religious capacities within Iranian society was due to his exclusive reliance on
Enlightenment rationalism and Western legal-cultural models. Consequently, despite the fact that
Akhundzadeh established a significant platform for the critique of gender inequality, his solution was
oriented toward ideological radicalism rather than internal reform. This radical secular discourse
may be compared to contemporary reformist approaches that are rooted in religious, jurisprudential,
or indigenous intellectual traditions in future research to develop a more nuanced account of the
Iranian encounter with modernity.
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