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The Transformation of the Female Voice in Contemporary Persian Poetry: A Corpus-Based
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Farideh KhajehPour'"

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Persian Language and Literature, Farhangian University, Tehran, Iran
*Corresponding Author’s Email: Farideh.khajehpour@cfu.ac.ir

Abstract

The transformation of the female voice in contemporary Persian poetry represents one of the most significant manifestations
of literary, social, and gender-related change after the Constitutional Revolution. This study examines how women gradually
moved from being objects of representation to becoming speaking subjects endowed with agency in contemporary Persian
poetry. The research adopts a mixed corpus-based and discourse-analytical approach and investigates a selected body of
poems by women poets from different post-Constitutional periods in terms of lexical patterns, pronouns, verbs, collocations,
and semantic fields. Particular attention is paid to concepts such as the body, love, home, family, motherhood, freedom,
movement, silence, speech, and resistance. The findings indicate that the female voice has progressively shifted from a
position largely defined by emotional and familial roles toward a more self-aware, interpretive, and agentive subject position.
The increasing centrality of the first-person pronoun, the growing use of verbs associated with choice and action, the
reconfiguration of the relationship between “I” and “you,” the transformation of the body from an object of observation into
a site of lived experience, and the broader participation of female speakers in social and public discourse constitute major
indicators of this change. Concepts such as love, motherhood, and home have not disappeared; rather, they have been
redefined from the perspective of women’s lived experience. The results further suggest that the maturation of the female
voice lies not in the emergence of a single homogeneous feminine language, but in the increasing plurality of speaking
positions, experiences, and modes of self-definition. The corpus-based approach provides a systematic means of tracing
these historical patterns and, when combined with discourse analysis, offers a more comprehensive understanding of the
relationship among language, gender, and subjectivity in contemporary Persian poetry.

Keywords: Female Voice, Contemporary Persian Poetry, Corpus-Based Analysis, Gender Discourse, Subjectivity, Agency,
Post-Constitutional Period
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The transformation of the female voice in

contemporary Persian poetry constitutes one
of the most significant dimensions of the
broader literary, social, and cultural changes
that followed the Constitutional Revolution in
Iran. Although women had long been present
in Persian poetry as beloved figures, mothers,
wives, symbolic embodiments of beauty, or
narrative characters, their position as
autonomous speaking subjects developed

gradually and unevenly in the modern period.
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Earlier Persian literary traditions frequently
represented women through established
aesthetic, moral, and narrative conventions,
and studies of women in classical Persian
poetry have demonstrated that such
representations were deeply shaped by the
generic and ideological structures of their
respective periods (1). Analyses of women in
major narrative poems likewise indicate that

female figures could possess emotional depth

and a degree of narrative agency while still



1Fe0 Jbo (o ol Pl 098 ((cw il Oladl § b)) dusmis™ 4 i3

operating  within  culturally  prescribed
frameworks of love, family, morality, and social
order (2). The Constitutional Revolution,
however, contributed to the emergence of new
discourses concerning individuality,
education, citizenship, social participation,
freedom, and women’s public presence,
thereby creating conditions in which women
increasingly became not merely objects of
literary representation but producers of literary
discourse. Research on social discourse in
poetry of the late Qajar period has shown that
poetry could function as a site where changing
social values, collective anxieties, and
emerging demands were negotiated (3). At the
same time, the historical development of
women poets in Iran reveals that women’s
entry into literary institutions and public
authorship occurred under substantial cultural
and social constraints (4). Against this
background, the present study examines the
transformation of the female voice in Persian
poetry after the Constitutional Revolution,
focusing on the linguistic and discursive
mechanisms through which women poets
progressively established themselves as
subjects capable of naming, interpreting, and
evaluating their own experiences.

The theoretical framework of the study is
based on the interconnected concepts of
female voice, subjectivity, agency, and gender
discourse. Female voice is not understood
here as a fixed linguistic essence shared by all
women, nor is it equated simply with poetry

authored by women. Rather, it refers to a

discursive position in which experience is
organized from the perspective of a female
speaking subject who constructs relationships
with the self, the body, love, family, society,
history, and power through language. Feminist
literary criticism has played a central role in
redirecting attention from the representation of
women in male-authored literature toward
women’s own literary traditions, experiences,
and modes of expression; Showalter’s
influential formulation of feminist poetics
emphasizes the importance of studying
women’s writing as a historically situated field
with its own conditions of production and
development (5). This distinction is particularly
important in Persian literature because the
mere presence of women as characters does
not necessarily constitute a female voice.
Studies of women in Persian poetry have
shown that female representation often
depends on conventions governing the roles of
beloved, mother, wife, moral figure, or
narrative agent (15). In contrast, a female voice
becomes analytically significant when the
woman is positioned as the center of
perception, desire, memory, judgment, and
action. The concept of agency is therefore
central to the analysis, since agency concerns
the subject’'s capacity to define her own
situation, interpret experience, make choices,
resist imposed meanings, and reposition
herself within social relations. Research on
women’s agency in contemporary Persian
literature has demonstrated that modern

literary texts increasingly portray women as



1F+0 Jbo (o olad i slgz 0398 ((w il Ol 9 b dad 4 i

interpreters of their own social and personal
circumstances rather than as passive
recipients of externally imposed identities (13).
Accordingly, the study treats pronouns, verbs,
semantic fields, modes of address, and
patterns of self-reference as linguistic
indicators through which transformations in
subjectivity and agency may be identified.

Methodologically, the research adopts a
corpus-based and discourse-oriented design
that combines quantitative textual analysis
with qualitative interpretation. The corpus is
constructed from a purposive selection of
Persian poems written by women across
different generations after the Constitutional
Revolution, with particular attention to
historical comparability, literary significance,
accessibility of reliable poetic collections, and
diversity of ideological and stylistic positions.
The corpus is divided into broad historical
phases in order to trace changes from the
early emergence of women’s public poetic
expression through the consolidation of
modernist and socially engaged forms of
female authorship. The rationale for this
diachronic design lies in the fact that women
poets did not encounter identical cultural
expectations across generations; rather, the
conditions of publication, recognition, social
participation, and acceptable self-expression
changed considerably over time (4). The
analysis examines lexical frequency, pronoun
distribution, verb patterns, semantic clusters,
collocations, and recurrent conceptual fields

associated with the body, love, home, family,

motherhood, freedom, movement, silence,
speech, memory, suffering, and resistance.
Particular attention is given to first-person
pronouns and the verbs that accompany them,
since the grammatical positioning of the poetic
“” can reveal whether the speaker is
constructed primarily as an object of events,
an emotional experiencer, an observer, a
chooser, or an active agent. Collocational
analysis is also used to determine how
concepts such as “home,” “body,” “love,”
‘man,” and “freedom” change according to the
words and actions with which they are
associated. This approach is informed by the
recognition that personal and bodily
experiences can carry broader discursive
significance in women’s poetry; research on
contemporary women'’s poetry has shown, for
instance, that illness, corporeality, and
violations of intimacy may become central
sites for articulating identity and subjectivity
(11). Quantitative patterns are therefore
interpreted through close reading in order to
avoid reducing poetic meaning to frequency
alone.

The findings indicate that the most
fundamental change in the female voice
involves a gradual movement from being
represented to becoming the organizing center
of representation. In earlier literary
configurations, women are frequently
positioned as figures seen, loved, protected,
desired, judged, or narrated by others,
whereas modern women’s poetry increasingly

constructs the female speaker as one who
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sees, desires, remembers, evaluates,
chooses, and speaks. The growing discursive
centrality of the first-person pronoun is
particularly important in this respect. The
poetic “I” gradually becomes less dependent
on its relation to the beloved or to prescribed
familial identities and increasingly acquires
independent semantic weight through verbs of
perception, decision, movement, speech,
memory, and judgment. Forough Farrokhzad
represents a crucial stage in this
transformation because her poetry repeatedly
situates female experience at the center of
desire, embodiment, emotional conflict, and
self-interpretation. Comparative research on
gender representation in the poetry of
Farrokhzad and Ahmad Shamloo has
demonstrated that gender identities are
actively produced through linguistic and
cognitive structures rather than merely
reflected as predetermined social categories
(8). A comparable but stylistically distinct
development is visible in the poetry of Simin
Behbahani, whose language integrates female
experience with wider social concerns and
thereby expands the female voice beyond
strictly private or domestic themes (6). Studies
of feminist tendencies in Behbahani’s poetry
likewise indicate that the critique of gender
inequality becomes intertwined with broader
qguestions of dignity, freedom, and social
justice (7). These patterns suggest that the
transformation of the female voice is not

limited to greater thematic explicitness but

involves a structural repositioning of the
speaking subject within poetic discourse.

A further set of findings concerns the changing
meanings of the body, love, family,
motherhood, and public space. The female
body, which in large parts of traditional poetry
is frequently constructed as an object of
external aesthetic description, increasingly
becomes a body experienced and narrated
from within. This movement from the
“‘observed body” to the “experienced body”
allows bodily states, desire, pain, illness,
fatigue, birth, vulnerability, and intimacy to
enter poetic discourse as dimensions of self-
knowledge rather than merely objects of
representation. Such a change is consistent
with studies showing that contemporary
women’s poetry can transform intimate and
corporeal experience into a form of discursive
self-definition (11). Love undergoes a similar
transformation: the female speaker is no
longer confined to the role of the desired
beloved but increasingly appears as the
desiring, evaluating, accepting, rejecting, or
departing subject. At the same time, domestic
concepts such as home and motherhood
become semantically more complex. Home
may function simultaneously as a site of
affection,

memory, security, labor,

confinement, and loneliness, while
motherhood may include not only sacrifice and
care but also responsibility, anxiety,
exhaustion, and embodied experience. The
female voice therefore does not necessarily

emerge through a simple rejection of
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traditional roles; in many instances, it develops
through reinterpretation of those roles from
within women’s lived experience. Religious
and spiritual language similarly resists a
simplistic opposition between tradition and
modernity. Research on women, prayer, and
poetry in Iran demonstrates that women may
use emotional and personal forms of religious
language to  construct individualized
relationships with  spirituality and self-
expression (14). Moreover, comparative work
on language and gender in the poetry of
Tahereh Saffarzadeh and Fadwa Tugan
shows that female poetic discourse is neither
homogeneous nor ideologically uniform, but
varies significantly according to historical,
cultural, and intellectual context (10). The
maturation of the female voice is thus reflected
not in the emergence of one standardized
feminine language but in the increasing
plurality of possible female subject positions.

In conclusion, the transformation of the female
voice in contemporary Persian poetry after the
Constitutional Revolution  should be
understood as a multidimensional process in
which  women progressively move from
positions of representation toward positions of
discursive authorship, interpretation, and
agency. This transformation is visible in the
increasing centrality of the first-person subject,
the greater association of the female “I” with
verbs of choice and action, the redefinition of
relationships between “I” and “you,” the
movement from externally described bodies to

embodied self-experience, and the expansion

of private themes into broader social and
historical discourse. Love, motherhood, family,
spirituality, and domesticity do not disappear
from women’s poetry; rather, they are
reconfigured through the authority of the
speaking subject and become sites of
negotiation rather than fixed categories. At the
same time, the growing presence of women in
discussions of society, history, injustice, public
space, migration, and collective memory
demonstrates that the female voice
increasingly exceeds the boundaries of what
has traditionally been defined as “women’s
issues.” The corpus-based approach makes it
possible to identify these long-term patterns
systematically, while discourse analysis
reveals the  historical and ideological
significance of the linguistic changes. The
study ultimately suggests that the most
important achievement of the female poetic
voice is not the formation of a single feminine
style, but the expansion of women’s capacity
to occupy multiple speaking positions within
Persian poetry. Contemporary Persian
women’s poetry therefore represents a
historical transition from restricted modes of
visibility toward plural forms of self-definition,
in  which women speak not only as
representatives of gendered experience but
also as autonomous poetic subjects capable of
interpreting the broader world from diverse

and sometimes conflicting positions.
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