Journal of History of Iran
Vol 19, No 2,Autumn and Winter 2026
ISSN: 2008-7357 E-ISSN: 2588-6916

Shahid Beheshti University
Faculty of Literature and Human Sciences
Department of History

DOI: https://doi.org/10.48308/irhj.2026.243986.1512

Research Paper

Fashion Representation and Moral Anxiety in Cartoons of the Early
Pahlavi Era (1304-1320 SH/1925-1941 AD)

1. Afarin Tavakoli, ™ 2. Zahra Dehghani

1. Assistant Professor, Department of History, Yazd University, Yazd, Iran (Corresponding Author). Email: atavakoli@yazd.ac.ir
2. M.A. Graduate in Iranian Studies, Yazd University, Yazd, Iran. Email: zahra.dehghani@gmail.com

Received: 2026/04/19 PP 107-139  Accepted: 2026/06/28

Abstract

This study examines representations of the female body, consumerism, and fashion in Iranian
press cartoons during the reign of Reza Shah, demonstrating how the modern female body
became a focal point of moral anxiety within the context of authoritarian modernization. It
explores how and why the female body was transformed into a site of moral anxiety in press
cartoons and how these representations articulated concerns regarding the modern woman and
changing gender roles. During this period, alongside the consolidation of a centralized state and
the implementation of top-down modernization policies, the body ceased to be understood
merely as a biological entity and emerged as a social and political arena through which power
relations and cultural meanings were constructed. Rather than interpreting women’s fashion
practices solely as outcomes of state-led modernization, this study analyzes the female body
at the intersection of gender order, disciplinary power, and processes of social normalization.
The study adopts a qualitative research design based on visual discourse analysis of cartoons
published in satirical and general-interest magazines between 1300 and 1320 SH (1921-1941
AD). Its theoretical framework combines social constructionism with Foucauldian discourse
analysis of the body. The findings indicate that press cartoons functioned not as passive
reflections of official discourse but as intermediary spaces whete social tensions and normative
anxieties surrounding modernization were expressed, reproduced, and negotiated. The modern
female body was represented simultancously as a symbol of progress, modernity, and the
emerging social order, as well as a perceived threat to moral values, gender norms, and cultural
identity. Consequently, the female body became a symbolic arena in which state disciplinary
practices, national identity, and changing gender relations converged.

The study argues that press cartoons reveal the contradictory experience of modernization by
demonstrating how fashion became a source of moral anxiety prior to its normalization, with
such anxieties most visibly projected onto the female body in the public sphere.
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Introduction

The reign of Reza Shah (1925-1941) marked a turning point in the formation of the
modern Iranian state. Alongside political centralization and state-led modernization,
everyday social and cultural life underwent profound transformations. One of
the most visible dimensions of this process was the changing representation of
the female body, which became a symbolic arena in which competing notions
of modernity, morality, gender, and national identity were negotiated. Women’s
clothing, appearance, and public visibility were no longer perceived merely as
matters of personal choice; rather, they became highly politicized symbols reflecting
broader debates over social order and cultural change.

Within this context, the expansion of print culture played a significant role
in shaping public perceptions of modernization. Newspapers and illustrated
magazines, particularly satirical publications, provided a distinctive space
in which the promises and contradictions of social transformation were
expressed through visual language. Rather than merely entertaining readers,
press cartoons actively participated in the production of social meanings by
reinforcing, questioning, and negotiating prevailing attitudes toward gender
relations, fashion, consumerism, and morality. As historical sources, these
cartoons offer valuable insights into dimensions of everyday experience that
are often absent from official records.

Previous scholarship has primarily examined women’s status during the Pahlavi
period through the perspectives of state modernization, unveiling policies,
nationalism, and legal reforms. Although these studies have significantly
advanced our understanding of gender and modernity in contemporary Iranian
history, relatively limited attention has been devoted to press cartoons as
historical sources for examining the cultural politics of the female body. Likewise,
the relationship between fashion, consumerism, and visual representations of
women remains insufficiently explored.

This study addresses this gap by examining representations of the female body,
fashion, and consumerism in press cartoons published during Reza Shah’s
reign. Drawing on social constructionism and Foucauldian discourse analysis,
it conceptualizes the female body as a historically constructed site where
disciplinary power, gender norms, and cultural meanings intersect. Through an
analysis of cartoons published between 1921 and 1941 (1300-1320 SH), this
study demonstrates how visual satire transformed the modern female body
into a focal point of moral anxiety and reflected the broader tensions associated
with Iran’s experience of authoritarian modernization.
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Materials and Methods

This study employs a qualitative research design to examine representations of
the female body, fashion, and consumerism in Iranian press cartoons during
the reign of Reza Shah. The research is based on the premise that visual
representations are not neutral reflections of historical reality; rather, they
are historically situated cultural texts through which social meanings, power
relations, and normative values are constructed and negotiated. Accordingly,
press cartoons are analyzed as historical sources that provide insights into
contemporary perceptions of gender, modernity, and social change.

The theoretical framework combines social constructionism with Foucauldian
discourse analysis. From a social constructionist perspective, the body is
understood as a historically and culturally constructed phenomenon whose
meanings are shaped through social interactions and representational practices
rather than determined solely by biological characteristics. Complementing this
approach, Foucauldian discourse analysis conceptualizes the body as a site where
disciplinary power operates through processes of normalization, regulation,
and surveillance. This combined framework enables an examination of how
visual discourse contributed to the construction of the modern female body
and the formation of moral and cultural boundaries during the modernization
process.

The primary sources consist of cartoons published in widely circulated satirical
and general-interest magazines between 1921 and 1941 (1300-1320 SH), a period
characterized by profound political and cultural transformation. Cartoons were
selected purposively based on their explicit engagement with women’s clothing,
bodily appearance, fashion, consumer practices, and related social themes. The
selected materials were analyzed through qualitative discourse analysis, focusing
on visual symbols, recurring themes, narrative structures, and representational
strategies. Particular attention was given to the ways in which the female body
was assoclated with concepts such as progress, morality, national identity, and
social order.

Rather than treating cartoons as straightforward illustrations of official
ideology, this study examines them as discursive spaces in which competing
interpretations of modernization were expressed and negotiated. By situating
visual representations within their broader historical and socio-political contexts,
the analysis reveals how the female body became a symbolic site through which
tensions between tradition and modernity, authority and everyday life, were
articulated during the early Pahlavi period.
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Result and Discussion

The analysis of press cartoons published during the reign of Reza Shah
demonstrates that the female body occupied a central position in visual
representations of modernization and became one of the primary sites through
which contemporary social anxieties were articulated. Rather than functioning
as neutral illustrations of political or cultural change, cartoons actively produced
meanings concerning gender, morality, fashion, and national identity. By
combining satire with visual symbolism, these cartoons transformed everyday
practices of dress and appearance into broader commentaries on the changing
social order.

The findings reveal that representations of the female body were shaped by
a persistent tension between the promises of modernization and concerns
regarding its social and cultural consequences. On the one hand, fashionable
clothing and women’s increasing visibility in public spaces were associated
with progress, urban civilization, education, and the emergence of a modern
nation. On the other hand, these same features were frequently portrayed as
signs of moral decline, excessive consumerism, Western cultural imitation, and
the erosion of cultural authenticity, thereby reinforcing patriarchal anxieties.
The modern female body thus emerged as a contested symbol through which
competing interpretations of Iran’s modern transformation were expressed.
More importantly, the cartoons demonstrate that anxieties surrounding
women’s appearance extended beyond issues of fashion and morality. They
reflected deeper concerns about the stability of the patriarchal gender order
and the reconfiguration of established relations between men and women.
As women became increasingly visible in public life through modern styles of
dress, cartoons frequently represented these changes as challenges to traditional
forms of male authority and established gender hierarchies. Moral criticism
of women’s appearance therefore functioned as a broader discourse aimed at
preserving existing social boundaries and regulating changing gender relations.
From a social constructionist perspective, these representations demonstrate
that meanings attributed to the female body were historically produced through
social and cultural discourses rather than derived from biological differences.
The body acquired symbolic significance because it became a medium
through which competing political, cultural, and moral values were expressed.
A Foucauldian reading further demonstrates that cartoons participated in
processes of normalization by defining acceptable and unacceptable forms of
femininity. Through ridicule, exaggeration, and moral judgment, they reinforced
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disciplinary mechanisms that encouraged conformity while marginalizing
alternative expressions of female identity.

Overall, the findings suggest that press cartoons functioned as intermediary
spaces between official modernization policies and everyday public perceptions.
They neither simply reproduced state ideology nor merely reflected popular
opinion; rather, they negotiated the contradictions inherent in authoritarian
modernization. Within this process, the female body became a symbolic arena
where debates over modernity, morality, consumer culture, and patriarchal
authority converged, revealing how visual culture actively shaped public
understandings of gender and social change in early Pahlavi Iran.

Conclusions

This study demonstrates that representations of the female body in Iranian
press cartoons during the reign of Reza Shah cannot be understood merely as
reflections of changing fashions or state-led modernization policies. Rather,
they constituted a visual discourse through which broader struggles over
modernity, morality, gender relations, and national identity were articulated.
By examining cartoons as historical sources, this study shows that visual satire
played an active role in shaping public perceptions of social transformation.
The findings indicate that the modern female body became a contested symbolic
space in which state disciplinary projects, moral values, consumer culture, and
gender relations intersected. Fashion and bodily appearance functioned as
visible markers of modernization while simultaneously becoming focal points
of anxiety regarding cultural identity and established gender norms. Criticism of
women’s appearance therefore reflected broader concerns over shifting social
boundaries and the transformation of gender relations in early Pahlavi Iran.
By combining social constructionism with Foucauldian discourse analysis,
this study highlights the significance of visual materials for understanding the
cultural dimensions of Iranian modernization. It further demonstrates that
press cartoons should be regarded as valuable historical sources for examining
how authoritarian modernization, consumer culture, and gender relations were
negotiated through representations of the female body in twentieth-century
Iran.
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