
International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                Volume-4, Issue-12, Dec.-2018 
http://iraj.in 

The Role and Contribution of Feminist’s Press in Promoting Women Empowerment in Iran: The Analysis of the Interviews with Two 
Influential Journalists in Iranian Feminist Press 

 
11 

THE ROLE AND CONTRIBUTION OF FEMINIST’S PRESS IN 
PROMOTING WOMEN EMPOWERMENT IN IRAN: THE ANALYSIS 

OF THE INTERVIEWS WITH TWO INFLUENTIAL JOURNALISTS IN 
IRANIAN FEMINIST PRESS 

 
ASIEH YOUSEFNEJAD 

 
University of Manchester, Global Development Institute 

E-mail: asieh.yousefnejadshomali@manchester.ac.uk 
 
 
Abstract - This article explores how influential journalists in feminist press, as a key element of feminist civil society (FCS), 
perceive their role and contribution in promoting women’s empowerment in Iran. To meet this end, it draws on a Gramscian 
perspective on civil society as a potential empowering terrain wherein subordinated social groups- including women- can 
change the relations of power through three steps: raising critical consciousness, confronting the hegemonic discourse of the 
dominant group, and articulating counter hegemonic discourse. This paper presents interview data involving two influential 
journalists, Shalha and Shide. It utilizes Bakhtinian’s dialogism as an analytical framework in order to explore how both 
journalists linguistically articulate the hegemonic project in Iranian feminist press. The findings indicate that Shahla’s 
perceptions of her role and work align with Gramsci’s hegemonic project (including articulation of intrinsic as well as 
extrinsic counter-hegemony) in terms of making public demands of the theocratic state. By contrast, Shide’s perceptions of 
her role and journalistic activities do not transcend Gramsci’s second step (confrontation of the dominant discourse) in this 
respect.  Furthermore, it is also apparent that whilst Shahladoes articulate a counter hegemonic discourse, this actually 
involves the production of an alternative hegemonic discourse rooted in FCS. A process challenged by Shide who critiques 
elite intellectuals (such as Shahla) for creating their own dominant FCS discourse which contradicts a more inclusive 
discourse (Unified National Language) where all women’s voices can be heard. The paper concludes that recognizing such 
diverse perspectives is a crucial step in establishing how women’s empowerment can be realized in the Iranian feminist 
press.   
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I. INTRODUCTION 
  
One of the significant features of modern Iran is that 
Iranian women, arising from their own ongoing 
political awareness and championship for full 
citizenship and gender equality, are multi-
dimensionally present in public life [17].Small 
independent newspapers, magazines, and journals 
bring women’s expectation from society into public 
domain; the problems that in patriarchal society have 
always been considered private. Despite economic 
hardship, strict political and social rules, and 
censorship, Iranian women have used the press to 
tackle gender construction/gender relations and to 
make demands for radical rethinking of law, policy 
and constitution (ibid). Prior to proceeding to the 
conceptual framework, the following section will 
state how women’s empowerment is defined in this 
study. 
  
II. WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT  
 
In this paper, it is argued that the project of women’s 
empowerment is based on collective solidarity in the 
civil society arena as well as the public arena, given 
the significant role of civil society organizations and 
social movements in creating conditions to transform 
patriarchal structures and reduce the burden for 
individuals [12], [9]. Women’s empowerment is the 

key concept in the development literature and is seen 
as the ability of women in controlling their destiny 
and making strategic decision for their lives. [12], 
[15].The change in decision-making ability must 
transcend the level of individual since, in a context in 
which the cultural values confine the ability of 
women to make strategic life choices, social 
structural inequalities cannot be challenged by 
individuals alone. In this paper, I focus on this notion 
of collective empowerment, using the case of feminist 
press in Iran, as a potential space where such 
empowerment may be developing. In so doing, I 
adopt concept of empowerment based on the socio-
political theories (Gramsci’s and Laclau&Mouffe’s) 
that offer a collective and radical prospective on 
transformational and social aspects of empowerment. 
The forthcoming section will define the concept of 
power, power relations between state and civil 
society, and exercising power through consent 
(hegemony) and coercion from 
Gramscianperspective. 
  
III. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 
I have adopted a Gramscian perspective on civil 
society and state/civil society relations as the basis of 
my conceptual framework in this study as, arguably; 
it captures well the reality of the civil society in the 
context of this research. My rationale for using 
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Gramsci to understand this particular context (Iran) 
can be explained in two ways: first, the relationship 
between state and civil society in Iran can be said to 
be one where a hegemonic discourse of the theocratic 
state is being disseminated and reproduced in civil 
society as a means of substantiating the power. 
Secondly, from a feminist perspective, it resembles 
the exercise of the theocratic state’s patriarchal 
hegemony as a means to promote the 
“Disempowerment of Women” in Iran. I argue, 
therefore, that Gramsci’s theory provides the 
theoretical tools to look at issues of power and 
empowerment in this particular context. As identified 
in figure 1, for Gramsci, political and civil society are 
distinct entities but are also dynamically related in 
constituting the overarching state. In fact, Gramsci 
identifies the state as an the ensemble of political 
society and civil society in which the latter is made 
up of voluntary affiliations like families, schools, and 
unions that are non-coercive whereas the former is 

consisted of state institutions such as the army and 
the central bureaucracy which play the role of direct 
domination in polity“ [4]. In this set up, political 
society- in which “direct domination” is exercised- is 
ascribed to state and hegemony and consent is 
equated with civil society. The arrows on the left side 
of the figure represent the patriarchal hegemony that 
emerges, is disseminated, and reproduced between 
state and the civil society. In that, the integral state 
will synchronize subordinate groups’ interpretive 
horizons into their own ideology [p.35, 2]. This 
entails the state communicating with the cultural, 
ideological, religious, educational, and political 
activities taking place in civil society arena. On the 
other hand, the arrow on the right side of the figure 
represents the material/coercive power that is exerted 
through state institutions including army and the 
central bureaucracy- in order to substantiate the 
state’s dominance and consolidate the patriarchal 
hegemony.  

Figures 1: Circulation of Hegemony of “Patriarchy” between State and Civil Society (developed by the author) 
 
Therefore, exploring Women’s empowerment in a 
context such as Iran requires the disintegration of this 
circulation of hegemony and the generation and 
exercise of “counter-hegemony” as a means of 
empowerment. In the following paragraphs, I will 
explain about this conceptual framework. Civil 
society, according to Gramsci, is identified as 
plurality of ideological and cultural conceptions as 
well as intellectual and moral systems of knowledge. 
This is the space whereby the organization of consent 
or hegemony is established [2]. However, in this 
sphere “the war of position “is actualized. The war of 
position is characterized by cultural and intellectual 
conflicts including ideology, religion, value systems, 
and forms of knowledge. The goal of these 
competitive conflicts is the construction of social and 
political reality which can lead to the generation of 
power and the organization of consent [p. 1236-
1493,5]. These conflicts occur in civil society that is 
constituted of a highly articulated “complex” 
including multi-layered associations as well as 
voluntary groups. Gramsci defines these conflicts as 

the battle of hegemony which is meant to identify the 
subordinate social group in modern society who are 
capable of challenging the supremacy of the 
dominant groups intellectually and morally. 
Furthermore, according to Gramsci, to replace the 
dominant social order by an alternative subordinate 
vision of society, the counterhegemonic strategy 
should be applied. This task should be perpetuated by 
intellectuals based on a social vision more suited to 
the subordinate’s interest and their everyday social 
practices. In the same line, Laclau and Mouffe state 
that: once the subordinated group aims at seeking 
emancipation and changing existing power relations, 
they should trace the source of hegemony which will 
lead them to the “concentration of power”[14]. 
According to [14], once the hegemony is contested as 
a field of force relations or power bloc, it is both 
contingent and vulnerable to new articulations at the 
level of social. In virtue of this contest, the 
subordinated group will be enabled to articulate and 
operate “counter-hegemony” and consequently 
challenge the supremacy of the dominant group 
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through their cultural and political opposition. This 
counterhegemonic process is actually disintegrating 
the established system of meaning and creating a 
feasible alternative to it. Gramsci defines the 
hegemonic theory of civil society as a cultural and 
political transformation process, and assigns a 
significant role for intellectuals as they are playing 
vital roles in the terrain of civil society since they are 
contributing to maintain the existing hegemony or 
challenge it [4]. The implication of the hegemonic 
theory of civil society to this study is that the 
intellectuals (journalists) in Iranian feminist civil 
society aim at challenging the state’s hegemonic 
patriarchal discourse through producing documents in 
which they raise public critical consciousness about 
the sedimented patriarchal discourse and generate 
alternative discourse to the established patriarchal 
system of meaning. In so doing, these intellectuals are 
aiming at confronting the supremacy of patriarchal 
discourse/ideologies through their cultural and 
political opposition. Laclau and Mouffealso argue 
that, “the idea of challenging hegemony can be 
exercised with regard to women’s empowerment in 
the contexts where “a feminine pole is subordinated 

to a masculine pole” [p.117-8, 14]. In patriarchal 
societies such as Iran, the patriarchal hegemony 
determines the political trends toward suppressive 
structural relationships (e.g. legal injustice against 
women and discrimination against women in 
education system). Therefore, the pursuit and 
advancement of such an explicit social division can 
potentially contribute to realizing feminism as the 
political frontier. In this sense, this feminist political 
frontier may destabilize the patriarchal sedimented 
system of meaning (hegemony) which can culminate 
in the dislocation of the patriarchal social structure 
(ibid). Given the above mentioned social theories 
(Gramsci and Laclau and Mouffe) on challenging 
power relations through the transformation of the 
discourse of hegemony and the exercise of “counter-
hegemony”, this paper employs a conceptual 
framework which outlines the underpinning processes 
of women’s empowerment which are in three steps: 
raising public critical consciousness, confronting 
patriarchal hegemonic discourse, and enactment of 
counterhegemonic discourses in order to explore how 
these steps are apparent in the work of FCS (through 
the analysis of the interviews conducted with them).  

 
Figure 2: represents three steps of raising critical consciousness, confrontation with the discourse of patriarchal hegemony, and 

articulation of “counter-hegemony” as a means of empowerment (Developed by the author) 
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In order to seek evidence of hegemonic project at 
work in feminist press in Iran, in the following 
section I present an analysis of interviews with two 
influential authors/journalists. This examines how 
these feminist journalists/writers perceive their role 
and contribution to women’s empowerment through 
creating public debates/dialogue and making 
demands which enact the underpinning processes of 
hegemonic project outlined above (3 steps). Thus, I 
will explore whether the dialogue and demands that 
feminist press articulates and communicates are in 
accordance with the Gramscian perspective on the 
exercise of hegemonic project which is aiming at 
changing power relation and empowering 
subordinated groups. To explore the underpinning 
processes of hegemonic project in the writer’s 
dialogue with myself as interviewer, I require 
analytical tools which enable me to see whether the 
three steps of hegemonic project are manifested in 
spoken language. To this end, I have adopted the 
approach of the Bakhtin literacy circle (including 
Bakhtin, Volosinovetc) to analyze the data, 
particularly drawing on his concepts of dialogism, 
heteroglossia and othering. Many researchers 
[Williams, Bennet as cited in 9] recognize the 
Bakhtin circle as a significantly valuable source for 
Gramscian cultural studies specifically due to the 
connection between language, power, and ideology.  
 
IV. SOCIAL STATUS OF IRANIAN WOMEN  
 
Iran has consistently been ranked in the bottom 10% 
of countries for a range of gender-related indices over 
the last few decades, and is one of only six countries 
which have not yet ratified the United Nations 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women [19], [18].  
 
V. IRANIAN FEMINIST PRESS  
 
The debate and dialogue over gender equality and 
women’s status in Iran, in women’s press, is a 
reflection of antagonism and opposition against 
theocratic state and its authoritative rule. Equally, the 
hardships women’s press is facing in Iran have not 
been different from those all publications faced when 
the regime projects its political power [17]. The 
reform movement of 1997 replaced the ‘discourse of 
duties’ with the ‘discourse of rights’. Women 
reformists also made an ideological shift from the 
‘discourse of duty’ to the ‘discourse of rights’.   
Committed to the discourse of ‘civil society’ and 
‘freedom of speech’, the reformists changed the 
predominant discourse. The transformation of the 
official language of the establishment had positive 
effects for the women’s movement 
[10].Consequently, feminist press has played a crucial 
role in presenting women’s demands since the early 
1990s. The women’s press placed women’s problems 
at the center of political debate in Iran. Some 

women’s publications, like Zanan, Farzaneh, and 
Hoghough-e Zanan, used this period to raise their 
voices for gender equality. They called for women to 
learn about their rights and to be part of political 
activities. Objections were raised to the lack of 
women’s participation in the decision-making 
institutions and the absence of women in the pyramid 
of political power. Women’s publications have tried 
to promote women’s goals in order to advance the 
general social status of women and their position 
within the family structure (ibid).  
A number of women active in women’s rights 
distanced themselves from the establishment and 
strove to make connections with other feminist 
groups and individuals within the framework of the 
feminist press. These women’s rights activists have 
undertaken a realistic and concrete approach to find 
solutions for the actual dilemmas of women. Overall, 
women’s demands of society are mediated through 
the pages of small independent newspapers and 
journals that bring into the public domain problems 
that in patriarchal society have always been 
considered private.  Studies show that despite 
repression, economic hardship, censorship and strict 
political and social rules, Iranian women have used 
the press to question gender constructions and gender 
relations and to call for radical rethinking of law, 
policy and constitution (Serberny and Khaibany, 
2004).  
 
VI. METHODS AND DATA COLLECTION 
 
Before proceeding to the analysis of the interviews, 
the following paragraph will briefly explain the 
methods of this paper. The interviewees are both 
journalists and chief editors of some influential 
feminist magazines and journals in Iran. Shahla is 
chief editor of Zanan which is the leading magazine 
on women’s issues in the country [17], [10] and she 
has been active in feminist press more than four 
decades.  Shide has been active, as a feminist 
journalist and chief editor of a key feminist magazine 
(ZananvaZendegi), for more than two decades. 
Therefore, they have been purposefully selected to 
participate in this research due to their depth of 
knowledge and their hands-on experience in feminist 
press –as a key element of FCS. Each interview lasted 
approximately 120 minutes and was carried out in the 
interviewees’ press organization in Iran. These 
interviews were recorded, transcribed, and translated 
into English.  The interviews are aimed at gaining 
better understanding of the hegemonic project 
undertaken by the journalists, the collected data and 
the analysis are structured around the three main steps 
of Gramscian hegemonic project that are raising 
critical consciousness, confronting the hegemonic 
discourse of the dominant group, and articulating 
counter hegemonic discourse [4]. Bakhtinian’s 
dialogism, as a conceptual tool, is also utilized for 
exploring whether/how the hegemonic project -of 
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Iranian feminist press- is in accordance with 
Gramscian perspective on hegemonic project.    
 
CONCLUSION  
 
This paper has investigated the role of feminist press, 
as an active element within Feminist Civil Society, in 
promoting women’s empowerment. Analyzing the 
interview with the journalists, using the integrated 
Gramscian/ Bakhtinian analytical framework, it can 
be concluded that although both journalists are 
raising consciousness and confronting patriarchal 
hegemony in their publications, only Shahla has been 
striving to create counterhegemonic discourse (both 
intrinsic and extrinsic) through creating public 
dialogue and debates and making demands – in their 
magazine- for promoting women’s empowerment. 
This can be related to their perspective on state/civil 
society relations since Shahla argues that intellectuals 
must not only enlighten women about their rights but 
also must be dialogic and make demands for 
constructive changes to the socio-political and legal 
status of women. This reflects Kabeer’s concept of 
collective empowerment and structural 
transformation [13].  This is also in accord with 
Gramsci’s view of intellectuals as the mediator 
between state and civil society. Additionally, Shahla 
views state and civil society as elements of one 
ensemble, whereas Shide envisages state as a 
monopoly of decision making and detached from 
society, Therefore, Shahla is optimistic about 
furthering women’s rights through creating public 
dialogues and making demands whereas Shide argues 
that some fundamental changes must be constructed 
in the governmental organizations including 
judiciary.   
This paper has also explored that how the journalists 
in feminist press in Iran position themselves in 
relation to the state and how this relates to the change 
they can make with regard to promoting gender 
equality and women's empowerment. Using the 
analysis of the evidence from two influential 
journalists in two semi-structured interviews, it can 
be concluded thatthe feminist press, as an active 
element within Feminist Civil Society, has created 
public debates/dialogue on women’s empowerment 
and women ‘rights in Iran.These journalists in Iranian 
feminist press provide a forum for creating dialogue 
with state and make demands about constructive 
changes to the socio-political and legal status of 
women in order to advance status of women in public 
and private realms. This refers to the remarkable role 
that Gramsci associated to intellectuals as the 
mediator between state and civil society. Lastly, this 
study found that the fact that majority of the 
journalists -in feminist press- address the modern 
middle and urban classes of society. This has caused 
not only a gap among the journalists in the Iranian 
feminist press but also it has created a gap between 
the journalists and their audience from the 

disadvantaged and uneducated women.  In the same 
vein, while Shahla utilizes elitist discourse about 
awakening and enlightening women, Shide highlights 
the remarkable importance of developing an inclusive 
discourse wherein the voices and the concerns of all 
women be heard. It is worth mentioning that, Shahla 
also states that the voices and demands of variety of 
women –from different social groups- have been 
reflected in their magazine. In accordance with 
Gramscian concept of Unified National Language and 
organic intellectuals, this paper argues that social 
actors in FCS, aiming at advancing women’s right; 
need to develop progressive counter-hegemony 
comprised of all women’s voices and in compliance 
with their interests and everyday life practices.  
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