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Abstract

Theater in contemporary Iran is considered one of the
important arenas of cultural and social developments, and
the city of Rasht was one of the active centers in this field
during the Reza Shah era. This research aims to
investigate the social and cultural contexts of women's
presence in Gilan theater, focusing on the life and
activities of Fatemeh Nashouri. The main question
addressed in the present study is what social, institutional,
and cultural factors played a role in shaping the possibility
of women's presence in Rasht theater, and how can
Fatemeh Nashouri's activities be explained in this process?
The research method in this study is descriptive-analytical,
and the data were collected and analyzed using library
resources, historical documents, Reza Shah era press, and
some oral narratives. The main claim of this article is that
the expansion of cultural institutions, the formation of
theaters, the development of urban space, and the gradual
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changes in social attitudes towards the role of women
provided a new context for their presence in the field of
performing arts. In the meantime, Fatemeh Nashouri can
be considered a prominent example of women's activism
in the gradual process of changing their position in Gilan
theater; a presence that was a reflection of the broader
cultural transformations of society at that time.
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The Role of Gilan Women in Theater During Reza
Shah's Era, Based on the Life of Fatemeh Nashouri

Extended Abstract

Introduction: The presence and activity of artists in any society are considered
primary indicators of development. Art, in its various dimensions and aspects, can
exert a profound influence on social and cultural transformations—and theater is
no exception in this respect. In contemporary Iran, theater has served as a
significant arena for cultural and social change. During the era of Reza Shah, the
city of Rasht was a vibrant hub for this influential art form. The present study aims
to examine the social and cultural contexts surrounding women's participation in
Gilan's theater, focusing on the life and activities of Fatemeh Nashouri. The
central research question addresses the social, institutional, and cultural factors that
enabled women in Gilan to participate in performing arts and seeks to explain
Fatemeh Nashouri's activities within this process.

Method: The research method depends on the study's objectives and questions, its
scope, the nature of the subject matter, and practical implementation constraints.
This study employs a historical method with a qualitative approach. The article
follows a descriptive-analytical style, and the data were gathered and analyzed
using library resources, historical documents, press materials from the Reza Shah
era, and select oral accounts. Data analysis was conducted using a qualitative
approach grounded in reason, logic, and argumentation. Furthermore, to address
the research questions and achieve the established objectives, the researcher
employed the content analysis approach, involving the interpretation of the
relevant qualitative data. Accordingly, this study is based on an interpretive
paradigm relying on the researcher's understanding of the meaning of events.
Conclusion: From the Constitutional era onwards, as women’s participation in
political and social events increased, traditional and patriarchal attitudes within
Iranian society were gradually influenced by domestic and global developments,
paving the way for a shift in women's social status. During this period, women
sought to articulate their demands and secure their social rights through
newspapers, educational activities, cultural associations, and arenas such as
theater. Although segments of society—holding conservative views—resisted
these changes, the overall trajectory of social transformation reflected a gradual
move toward accepting a more active role for women in the public sphere.

Against this backdrop, the modernization policies of the Reza Shah era and the
expansion of cultural and urban institutions paved the way for new forms of
cultural activity. As a manifestation of modern urban culture, theater succeeded in
establishing a foothold within Iran’s evolving society, gradually enabling women
to appear on stage. In the city of Rasht, specific social and cultural conditions—
including extensive ties with the Caucasus, the presence of modernist intellectual
currents, and women’s active participation in economic and social spheres—had
created a fertile environment for the growth of theatrical activities.

In this context, Fatemeh Nashouri’s appearance on the theater stage can be
considered a turning point in the history of theater in Gilan. As one of the first
Iranian Muslim women to appear on stage, she paved the way for other female
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artists—such as Parirokh Vahdati, Farrokh-Legha Houshmand, Monireh
Akhoundnia, and others—to follow suit. Her activities were also instrumental in
the formation and strengthening of women's cultural associations and in the
staging of plays addressing social issues concerning women. At the same time, the
role of Armenian and Russian women—who had already been active in theatrical
performances—should not be overlooked, as their presence also contributed to the
gradual acceptance of women on the artistic stage.

However, this process was not without its challenges, and cultural and social
constraints sometimes entailed serious consequences for the pioneers in this field.
From this perspective, Fatemeh Nashouri’s activities can be analyzed within the
context of the broader social and cultural transformations in Iran during the First
Pahlavi era—transformations that accompanied the emergence of a cultural public
sphere in urban areas gradually paving the way for women’s participation in
artistic and social arenas. Thus, the presence of women in Gilan’s theater should
be viewed as part of the gradual process of transforming women’s social status in
contemporary Iranian society.

The gruesome murder of Fatemeh Nashouri in 1943—and society being silent
about it—demonstrates that following the collapse of the nascent state’s protective
umbrella after August 1941, the half-baked public sphere that had emerged was
swiftly suppressed by parallel forces. Viewed through the lens of Joan Scott’s
power relations, this murder served as a symbolic punishment for a woman who
had long defied the gender boundaries of the art scene—an event that underscored
the fragility of the modern public sphere in the absence of deeply rooted civil
institutions.

Keywords: Social history of art, cultural life, women, Gilan, theater, Reza
Shah era, Fatemeh Nashouri.



