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Examining Male and Female Utopias and Their Confrontations in Six Contemporary Novels
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Abstract

This study explores the concept of male and female utopias and the confrontations between them in six contemporary Iranian novels. The
male utopia is often depicted through symbols of traditional power, cultural identity, and resistance to modern social changes, whereas
the female utopia emphasizes individual freedom, gender equality, and spiritual pursuit against social constraints. In The School Principal
by Jalal Al-e Ahmad, the male utopia emerges in the struggle against a corrupt educational system and Western influence, confronting the
crisis of cultural identity. In Mahmoud Dowlatabadi’s The Colonel, the 1979 Revolution is highlighted as a turning point of confrontation
between ideological male utopias (military power) and female utopias (family relations and social change). Ahmad Mahmoud’s Scorched
Earth presents the Iran—Iraq War as a field of gendered confrontation, where war propaganda strengthens the male utopia, but women’s
suffering points to an alternative utopian vision. In contrast, women-centered novels such as Parinoush Saniee’s My Share examine the
lives of generations of Iranian women under patriarchal structures and depict the female utopia through individual resistance. Shahrnush
Parsipur’s Touba and the Meaning of Night combines history and mysticism to portray the confrontation between the traditional male
utopia and the female spiritual quest in twentieth-century Iran. Finally, Simin Daneshvar’s The Wandering Island reflects the identity
crisis of women in modern society, where the female utopia faces the challenges of social disorientation. This examination reveals that
the confrontation of these utopias mirrors the social, political, and gender transformations of contemporary Iran and points toward the
redefinition of collective identity.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The concept of utopia in literature has
historically served as both a projection of ideal
societies and a critical mirror reflecting the
shortcomings of existing social orders. Within
the lranian literary tradition, utopian visions
have evolved in tandem with political, cultural,
and religious  transformations, often
embodying themes of justice, spirituality, and
social order. In contemporary Persian
literature, however, these utopias are
increasingly gendered, revealing contrasting
imaginations between male and female writers
and characters. Male utopias tend to
emphasize structures of authority, cultural
preservation, and collective resistance,
whereas female utopias highlight individual
freedom, identity reconstruction, and spiritual
self-actualization. This study investigates
these gendered contrasts by analyzing six
contemporary Iranian novels—three authored
by women and three by men—demonstrating
how male and female writers differently

encode utopian desires in response to the
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social and historical crises of twentieth-century
Iran. Grounded in discourse analysis and
comparative literary interpretation, the
investigation situates the novels within broader
theoretical frameworks of utopian studies and
gender discourse. The analysis also draws
upon previous scholarly discussions on utopia
in classical Persian poetry (3), comparative
studies of Arab and Persian women'’s literature
(2), sociopolitical critiques in prose works (1),
and religious or mystical frameworks that have
historically shaped utopian imagination (5, 6).
By foregrounding these intertextual
connections, the study argues that the
confrontation between male and female
utopias in contemporary lIranian novels
represents both a continuation of and a
departure from traditional Persian literary
concerns  with  justice, order, and
transcendence.
The theoretical backdrop of the research
highlights how utopian imagination has never
been a purely literary endeavor but is instead

deeply tied to historical conditions and human
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longings. The classical utopias of Plato and
Thomas More offered rationally organized or
fictionalized ideal states, yet modern
reinterpretations underscore how utopias are
discursive, contested, and often shaped by
gendered experiences (9, 10). Iranian literary
heritage is replete with echoes of utopian
motifs, from Zoroastrian eschatological visions
of “Frashkart” to the mystical formulations of
Rumi’s society of love and justice (6, 11). Such
foundations have been reframed in modern
Persian literature, where utopias emerge not
as static images of perfection but as dynamic
critiques of patriarchal domination,
authoritarian politics, and cultural alienation.
This study builds upon these insights to
examine how six selected novels articulate
utopias through gendered perspectives. The
methodology applies qualitative content
analysis, focusing on thematic representation,
character  construction, and narrative
strategies to trace the gendered contours of
utopian and dystopian imaginaries. In doing
so, it contributes to the interdisciplinary
dialogue between literature, gender studies,
and socio-political critique. Prior scholarship
has identified utopia as both critique and
aspiration; in Persian contemporary prose, it
manifests as an existential struggle for
meaning and identity, whether framed by
collective memory, war trauma, or the intimate
search for selfhood (7, 8).

The analysis of the three women-authored
novels reveals that female utopias are

primarily inward-looking, psychological, and

resistant to external impositions of power. In
Parinoush Saniee’s My Share, the protagonist
Fereydeh embodies the struggles of Iranian
women against patriarchal structures, political
upheavals, and migration. Her utopia is not
constructed in an abstract or fantastical realm
but emerges from the longing for dignity,
autonomy, and authentic existence, situating
her narrative within an existentialist and
feminist framework (6). Shahrnush Parsipour’s
Touba and the Meaning of Night employs
history and mysticism to craft a spiritual utopia
rooted in female interiority, as Touba defies
patriarchal and political forces through an
inner journey toward meaning (13). Parsipour’s
narrative, aligned with feminist mystical
discourse, depicts utopia as a mental and
spiritual construction rather than a political
order, resonating with broader female
attempts to reconstruct identity in repressive
contexts (24). Simin Daneshvar's The
Wandering Island articulates utopia as a
process rather than a destination: the
protagonist Hasti, caught between tradition
and modernity, experiences identity crisis yet
gradually reconstructs herself by embracing
self-awareness and independence (14). These
novels collectively illustrate that women writers
locate utopia within resilience, consciousness,
and the re-articulation of female subjectivity.
Their narratives often employ techniques such
as interior monologue and stream of
consciousness, foregrounding the inner lives
of women and reasserting the primacy of
external

personal transformation  over
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structures (23). Thus, the female utopia

emerges as intimate, resistant, and
existentially restorative.

By contrast, the three male-authored novels
situate utopia within external structures such
as institutions, war, and political ideology,
frequently depicting its collapse under the
weight of historical and social realities. Jalal
Al-e Ahmad’s The School Principal constructs
a male utopia around ethical reform,
professional responsibility, and resistance to
bureaucratic  corruption. However, the
protagonist’s attempts to restore justice in a
decayed school system collapse, symbolizing
the impossibility of sustaining male utopias in
the face of systemic corruption (15). Ahmad
Mahmoud’s Scorched Earth narrates the
devastation of the Iran—Irag War, where the
male utopia of defending homeland and family
is shattered under bombardment,
displacement, and the erosion of masculine
roles (16). The protagonist’s struggles depict
survival rather than heroism, reconfiguring
male utopia as a fragile hope for continuity
rather than triumph. Mahmoud Dowlatabadi’s
The Colonel dramatizes the complete
implosion of the male utopian project, as its
protagonist embodies the disintegration of
ideological, paternal, and national identities in
post-revolutionary Iran (17). In this novel,
utopia is no longer attainable; it becomes a
spectral memory of lost authority, with the
Colonel and his children representing the
dissolution of collective ideals. Across these

texts, male utopias are constructed in relation

to power, history, and political struggle, yet
they often collapse into dystopian landscapes
of defeat, alienation, and despair (20). In
comparison to the female-authored works, the
male novels demonstrate how utopian visions
anchored in social institutions or collective
ideologies are vulnerable to historical ruptures
and political betrayals.

The comparative reading of these six novels
underscores the fundamentally different
orientations of male and female utopias in
Iranian contemporary literature. Female
utopias prioritize identity, freedom, and
spiritual autonomy, often portraying resistance
against patriarchal suppression as a pathway
toward a more humane society (19). Male
utopias, by contrast, are outward-oriented, tied
to political history, ideological commitments,
and collective memory. While women authors
depict utopia as a subjective process of self-
realization, men narrate its failure through
depictions of wars, revolutions, and
institutional corruption. This divergence is also
reflected in narrative style: female narratives
are emotional, symbolic, and psychological,
whereas male narratives are historical,
structural, and overtly political (21). The female
vision of utopia emerges as existentially
hopeful, pointing toward future transformation,
while the male vision is trapped in historical
tragedy and nostalgia. Prior scholarship on
gendered utopias confirms these divergences,
noting that women’s utopian writing frequently
incorporates themes of memory, resistance,

and inner liberation (18, 22). This study



VFeF Jbo (o 0 lods (Pauw 098 ¢ ow il Oledl § b ) dusmis™ 4 i3

contributes by demonstrating how Iranian
women’s novels not only echo global feminist
utopian traditions but also develop uniquely
Persian articulations that intertwine mysticism,
history, and existential survival. Conversely,
male writers reinterpret utopia through the
prism of national crises, rendering it fragile,
unstable, and ultimately unattainable.

In conclusion, the confrontation between male
and female utopias in six contemporary Iranian
novels reveals the dual function of literature as
both critique and aspiration. Female authors
craft utopias as inner sanctuaries of resistance
and self-realization, while male authors situate
utopias in external struggles that often
collapse into dystopia. Together, these
divergent yet complementary perspectives
reflect the broader social, political, and
gendered transformations of modern Iran.
They highlight the enduring power of literature
to engage with collective trauma and individual
longing, while reimagining the possibility of a

more humane and just society.
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