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Qajar Era (Naseri Period) to the End of the
Pahlavi Era!

Fereshteh Tabib?, Simin Fasihi’

Abstract

This article focuses on the prostitution of women in Tehran
and seeks to answer the following two questions: What was
the situation of prostitutes during the period from the Qajar
era to the end of the Pahlavi era?; and how did the
government deal with them during this time? The study
examines the quantitative and qualitative changes in the
status of prostitutes and the government's approach to the
issue of prostitution during the Qajar and Pahlavi periods
using a comparative method. The findings indicate that
prostitutes in these two periods shared similar conditions in
terms of social background, age, and reasons for engaging
in prostitution. However, with the modernization of society
during the Pahlavi era, prostitution became primarily an
urban, structured, and diverse phenomenon, with a lower
quantitative prevalence. Governments’ policies toward this
phenomenon were multifaceted and contradictory. Despite
similarities in the financial and political exploitation of
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prostitutes and the imposition of criminal penalties, efforts
were made during Reza Shah's reign to control and regulate
the issue through the resettlement of prostitutes and the
enforcement of health regulations. During Mohammad
Reza Shah's era, the approach to prostitution gradually
shifted from criminal to more social punishment, with
measures taken to support prostitutes and reintegrate them
into the society. Despite these efforts, governments were
not successful in controlling or preventing this issue.
Macro-structural factors and patriarchal attitudes in society
played a significant role in the persistence of prostitution.

Keywords: Women, social harms, prostitution, Naseri
period, Pahlavi era, Tehran.
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Prostitution of Women in Tehran from the Qajar Era
(Naseri Period) to the End of the Pahlavi Era

Extended Abstract

Prostitution is a longstanding social phenomenon deeply intertwined with the
history of patriarchy. Across most societies, this practice has been
traditionally condemned as a sin, a forbidden act, and a crime. Only in recent
history has prostitution been reclassified as a social issue—a detrimental
condition requiring targeted monitoring and support for affected individuals.
The phenomenon of prostitution has also manifested throughout Iranian
history, leaving its mark in various forms across different eras. During the
Pahlavi period, particularly under Mohammad Reza Shah, prostitution
emerged as a prominent social concern. This study investigates the
prostitution of women in Tehran, addressing two core questions: (1) What
was the societal status of female prostitutes from the Qajar period to the end
of the Pahlavi era? (2) How did the government respond to this issue during
these periods?

Employing a comparative-explanatory methodology, this research
systematically collects, organizes, describes, and interprets data to analyze
the social positioning of female prostitutes. Historical sources, including
documents, annals, newspapers, and seminal texts, such as Farmanfarmaian's
exploration of prostitution in Tehran, Hejazi's investigation of women's
crimes in Iran, and Mohammad Mehdi Khakpour's criminological analysis of
women's offenses, are extensively consulted. Key elements examined
include age demographics, social origins, prostitution hotspots, quantitative
prevalence, qualitative diversity, root causes, and governmental strategies
spanning the Qajar and Pahlavi eras.

The primary aim of this study is to deepen historical understanding of
women’s prostitution, uncovering both its quantitative and qualitative
transformations as well as the government’s approach to addressing this
social harm. By elucidating its causes and evolution, this research seeks to
enhance historical knowledge and provide practical insights for
comprehending contemporary social challenges.

While prior studies have explored prostitution within Iranian history, most
have focused narrowly on recent periods or singular eras. For instance,
Willem Flore’s social history of sexual relations in Iran offers a general
perspective with useful information on prostitution. Similarly, Saeed Madani
Ghahfarkhi’s Sociology of Prostitution, Study of Social Damages examines
characteristics, causes, and legal frameworks surrounding prostitution,
presenting a sociological-historical approach rooted in statistics, theories,
and power dynamics. In contrast, this study introduces a holistic comparative
analysis spanning multiple historical periods, emphasizing the nuanced
interplay of patriarchy, modernization, and governance.

Findings indicate that the Qajar era presented harsher conditions for women
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involved in prostitution due to entrenched patriarchal norms and increased
deprivation within both private and public spheres. While the Pahlavi period
continued to witness the prevalence of prostitution as a significant social
harm, advancements in cultural attitudes and preventive measures led to a
relative decline compared to the Qajar era. Voluntary and consensual
marriage practices may also have contributed to this reduction. Furthermore,
prostitution during the Pahlavi era exhibited structural, public, and official
dimensions, reflecting societal shifts accompanying modernization.

Given its antiquity and societal prevalence, prostitution remains an open
field for future research. Notably, the victimization of women necessitates
further inquiry into their specific vulnerabilities, potential resolutions, and
reflections found in memoirs, literature, and media. Comparative studies
exploring prostitution within Iran and broader Middle Eastern contexts
would also offer valuable perspectives for understanding this multifaceted
social phenomenon.

Keywords: Women, social harms, prostitute, Nasserite era, Pahlavi era, Tehran.



