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Article Info ABSTRACT

Article type: Objective: The present study aimed to explore Iranian women’s perspectives on
Research Article patriarchy, their modes of protest against it, and their efforts to defend their rights. To
this end, the feminist elements in Ma‘ayib al-Rijal (The Flaws of Men), a work by Bibi
Khanum Astarabadi written in response to Tadib al-Niswan (The Education of Women),

Article history: were identified and analyzed. The study sought to answer the following central research
Received 31 May 2026 question: Which feminist elements did Astarabadi employ to articulate women’s rights
Received in revised form 24 July and challenge anti-woman beliefs?

2026 Method: This study was conducted using a descriptive-analytical method; thus, the
Accepted 9 September 2026 theoretical foundations of feminism were first studied and documented; subsequently,

through a reading of the book Ma'ayeb al-Rijal, feminist elements were extracted and
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analyzed based on the theoretical frameworks of both Islam and feminism.

2026 Results: The findings indicate that Astarabadi employed certain elements aligned with
feminism to articulate women's rights and challenge misogynistic beliefs, specifically:
the rejection of absolute male superiority, the critique of unconditional obedience to
men, the criticism of polygamy and male promiscuity, the condemnation of anti-women
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B laws, and the right to choose one's spouse. Alongside these elements, however, some
Ma'ayeb al-Rijal,

of her views, such as the emphasis on equal rights within the framework of Sharia,
Ta'dib al-Nesvan,

the acceptance of male superiority based on Quranic verses, and the belief in women's

fem%msm, intellectual deficiency, are rooted in an Islamic perspective and cannot be considered
patriarchy, entirely feminist. Thus, Astarabadi's thought represents a blend of feminist and Islamic
misogyny. elements.

Conclusions: The book Ma'ayeb al-Rajal is the first written criticism of Iranian women
on the patriarchal discourse, which has challenged patriarchal power structures by
relying on internal and external religious criticism. The approach of this book can be
seen as an example of early Islamic feminism, which seeks to re-read religious texts
to extract women's rights, without breaking completely from the framework of faith.
However, not all components in this book can be considered feminist; because some of
them can be explained in the framework of the Islamic approach.
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Introduction

The tradition of patriarchy has long prevailed in most human societies, and social laws have
been established upon this foundation (Routledge, 1983). Prior to the Constitutional era, women
in [ran were rarely visible in the realms of literature, art, and social activism. During the Qajar
period, increased contact between Iranians and Western nations opened the door for Iranian
women to encounter a new world and gain access to education (Bagheri, 2003). It was during
this period that a Qajar prince authored the book Ta'dib al-Nesvan, in which women's duties were
portrayed in an exaggerated manner and their status was severely disparaged (Karachi, 2011;
Ghazi Moradi, 2018). In response to this work, Bibi Khanom Astarabadi wrote Ma'ayeb al-
Rijal (1933), marking the first treatise in Iranian history to advocate for women's rights (Behfar,
1992; Astarabadi, 1992). The present study examines the feminist elements within Ma'ayeb al-
Rijal with the aim of understanding women's perspectives on patriarchy and the nature of their
protests. The central question is as follows: which feminist elements did the author of Ma'ayeb

al-Rijal employ to articulate women's rights and challenge misogynistic beliefs?

Method

This study is fundamental in terms of its objective and descriptive-analytical in terms of
its methodology. It adopts a qualitative approach based on an analytical reading of the text
Ma'ayeb al-Rijal, the first treatise in Iranian history advocating for women's rights. The research
process was conducted in three stages: first, studying and extracting notes on the theoretical
foundations of feminism to serve as the conceptual framework, focusing on the components
of liberal and radical feminism (Moshirzadeh, 2003; Ham, 2001; Wallace, 2001); second, a
meticulous and systematic reading of Ma'ayeb al-Rijal to extract statements that either align with
or contradict feminist principles (Astarabadi, 1992; Astarabadi, n.d.); and third, analyzing and
interpreting these statements based on the study's theoretical framework and comparing them
with feminist perspectives. To enhance the validity of the findings, in addition to the primary
text, credible secondary sources, including articles by Behfar (1992, 1998), Karachi (2011),
and Ghazi Moradi (2018), were utilized as supplementary material. Furthermore, the historical
context of the women's social movement in Iran, spanning the Qajar and Constitutional eras,
was examined based on works by Bamdad (1968), Sanasarian (2005), and Adamiat (1971).

Results

An analysis of the book Ma'ayeb al-Rijal reveals that Bibi Khanom Astarabadi employed
the following feminist components in her critique of patriarchal discourse: first, the concept
of women's intellectual deficiency, a notion she ostensibly accepts (Astarabadi, 1992) yet
effectively challenges by critiquing men's behavior; this reflects a proto-feminist approach and

signifies a transition from tradition to modernity in her thought (Mehrpazi, 2003); second, equal
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rights; citing Quranic verses such as "They are a garment for you, and you are a garment
for them" (Baqarah: 187) and "And for women, there are fitting rights incumbent upon men"
(Bagarah: 228), she emphasizes the legal equality of men and women within the framework
of Sharia, an approach that can be considered a form of early Islamic feminism (Motahari,
2005); third, female agency; by asserting her own superiority and that of other virtuous women
over certain men, she highlights the relativity of male superiority (Astarabadi, n.d.); fourth,
the right to choose a spouse; she regards this as a virtue in young women and a sign of their
rationality, aligning with liberal feminism (Wallace, 2001; Astarabadi, n.d.); fifth, the rejection
of patriarchy; this involves a fierce critique of the doctrine requiring a woman's absolute
obedience to a man even when he intends to take her life and resonates with radical feminism
(Tong, 1947; Astarabadi, 1992); sixth, the unconditional obedience to men,; this is rejected, with
women being viewed instead as commodities in the hands of men, subject to abuse (Abbott
and Wallace, 1997; Astarabadi, 1992); seventh, a critique of polygamy that characterizes
polygamous men as deceitful and, citing the Quran, condemns male deceit (Astarabadi, 1992);
eighth, a critique of anti-women laws, protesting the failure to exact retribution for the murder
of women and the impunity enjoyed by men who abuse women (Astarabadi, 1992; Bamdad,
1968); ninth, an objection regarding male superiority; while acknowledging the concept of
male superiority based on Quranic verses, the argument identifies women who surpass certain

men and questions the absolute nature of this superiority (Astarabadi, n.d.; Motahari, 2005).

Conclusions

Based on the content of Ma'ayeb al-Rijal, it is evident that the author of Ta'dib al-Nesvan
presented a blend of tradition and modernity, elements of which are deeply misogynistic and
portray him as entirely anti-woman (Ghazi Moradi, 2018). Beyond defending women and
critiquing the aforementioned author's worthless arguments regarding female upbringing,
Bibi Khanom Astarabadi highlighted the faults of men to demonstrate that not all men are
superior to women; indeed, there are many irrational and irreligious men who harm their own
families (Behfar, 1998). Women are under no obligation to submit to just any man; rather,
while one should cooperate with and obey a virtuous man, if a man proves unfit for marriage,
it is better for the woman to separate from him and prioritize her own happiness (Astarabadi,
1992). Her reference to women's right to divorce indicates the author's awareness of women's
rights (Bamdad, 1968). Elements in this book that indirectly align with feminist views include:
refusing to compromise with irresponsible men, rejecting the absolute superiority of men,
rejecting women's absolute obedience, acknowledging the superiority of some women over some
men, and critiquing polygamy, male promiscuity, and misogynistic laws (Tong, 1947; Wallace,
2001; Moshirzadeh, 2003). Thus, the author's perspectives, critiquing patriarchy and defending
women's rights, align in certain respects with both radical and liberal feminism; however, not all

components of feminism can be found in his/her theories (Moshirzadeh, 2003; Bagheri, 2003).
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