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Abstract 
This paper examines the complicated relationship between freedom 

and constraint in Shahrnush Parsipur's Women Without Men 

(1989). It employs a feminist literary theoretical framework, with a 

specific focus on gender, power, and agency, to analyze how the 

novel juxtaposes these opposing forces. Additionally, a postcolonial 

lens is applied to explore the text's engagement with historical and 

cultural oppression. Through a close reading of the narrative, this 

paper examines how Parsipur constructs a paradoxical world for her 

female protagonists in 1950s Iran and how she challenges traditional 

patriarchal narratives while engaging with issues of sexuality, desire, 

and female pleasure within a restrictive cultural context. By focusing 

on the experiences of five women from diverse backgrounds, the 

novel offers a multi-layered portrayal of the complexities 

surrounding societal norms, personal desires, and the pursuit of 

autonomy within a patriarchal context. The research methodology is 

qualitative, allowing for a nuanced analysis of the textual intricacies 

that shed light on the tensions between liberation and confinement. 

The opening sections of the novel emphasize the pervasive nature of 

laws governing female mobility, implicitly drawing attention to the 

patriarchal structures underlying these restrictions. Through the 

characters' experiences, the paper reveals the consequences of 

transgressing these boundaries, highlighting the punitive measures 

imposed by male guardians and the withdrawal of protection as 

forms of social control. The space beyond these legal constraints is 

infused with desire, symbolizing each character's unique relationship 

to a patriarchal order that defines their mobility based on their sexual 

and marital status. Ultimately, Women Without Men implies that true 

liberation surpasses political frameworks. Parsipur's bold narrative 

and feminist undertones challenge the prevailing norms, offering a 

poignant commentary on the female experience within a patriarchal 

society. The novel's exploration of the paradox between freedom and 

constraint offers a rich terrain for literary analysis and socio-political 

reflection. 
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 الملخص
البحث العلاقة السعقجة بين الحخية والقيهد في رواية "نداء بلا رجال" لذيخنهش بارسيبهر  يجرس ىحا 

(. من خلال استخجام إطار نظخي أدبي ندهي، مع التخكيد بذكل خاص عمى الجشذ والقهة 9191)
ذلك،  والهكالة، تحمل ىحه الجراسة كيف تزع الخواية ىحه القهى الستعارضة جشبًا إلى جشب. بالإضافة إلى

من خلال يتم تظبيق عجسة ما بعج الاستعسار لاستكذاف مذاركة الشص في القسع التاريخي والثقافي. 
قخاءة متأنية لمدخد، يبحث ىحا البحث في كيفية قيام بارسيبهر ببشاء عالم متشاقض لبظلاتيا الإناث في 

لتقميجية بيشسا تتعامل مع قزايا إيخان في الخسديشيات من القخن العذخين وكيف تتحجى الدخديات الأبهية ا
من خلال التخكيد عمى تجارب خسذ نداء من  الجشذ والخغبة والستعة الأنثهية في سياق ثقافي مقيج.

خمفيات متشهعة، تقجم الخواية ترهيخًا متعجد الأوجو لمتعقيجات السحيظة بالسعاييخ السجتسعية والخغبات 
لحكهري. مشيجية البحث نهعية، مسا يدسح بتحميل دقيق الذخرية والدعي إلى الحكم الحاتي في نيج ا

لمتعقيجات الشرية التي تمقي الزهء عمى التهتخات بين التحخيخ والحبذ. تؤكج الأقدام الافتتاحية لمخواية 
عمى الظبيعة الذاممة لمقهانين التي تحكم تشقل الإناث، مسا يمفت الانتباه ضسشاً إلى اليياكل الأبهية التي 

ء ىحه القيهد. ومن خلال تجارب الذخريات، تكذف الهرقة عن عهاقب تجاوز ىحه الحجود، تكسن ورا
وتدمط الزهء عمى التجابيخ العقابية التي يفخضيا الأوصياء الحكهر وسحب الحساية كأشكال من أشكال 

ة الفخيجة لكل الديظخة الاجتساعية. والفزاء خارج ىحه القيهد القانهنية مذبع بالخغبة، مسا يخمد إلى العلاق
شخرية بشظام أبهي يحجد تشقميا عمى أساس حالتيا الجشدية والدوجية. وفي نياية السظاف، تذيخ رواية 
"نداء بلا رجال" إلى أن التحخيخ الحكيقي يتجاوز الأطخ الدياسية. وتتحجى الدخد الجخيء والشغسات 

ى تجخبة الأنثى داخل مجتسع أبهي. ويهفخ الشدهية لبارسيبهر السعاييخ الدائجة، وتقجم تعميقًا مؤثخًا عم
 .استكذاف الخواية لمسفارقة بين الحخية والقيهد أرضًا غشية لمتحميل الأدبي والتأمل الاجتساعي والدياسي

1. Introduction   

Shahrnush Parsipur's novel "Women Without Men" (1989) intricately explores the 

paradoxical interplay between freedom and constraint experienced by its female protagonists 

in 1950s Iran. Through the lives of five women from diverse backgrounds, Parsipur examines 

the complexities of societal norms, personal desires, and the quest for autonomy in a 

patriarchal society. This literary work not only challenges conventional gender roles but also 

critiques the limitations imposed on women's agency, offering a poignant reflection on the 

human spirit's resilience against oppression. In this paper, we will examine how Parsipur 

navigates these themes, highlighting the tensions between liberation and confinement as 

portrayed in "Women Without Men". 

The initial part of the novel begins with the omnipresence of the laws that guide female 

movement. These laws are applied universally upon each of the female characters, although 

not stated overtly. The women are met with an expectation of inactiveness, the disobedience 

thereof is met with the force of law—either in the form of a punishment set out by a man 
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who is their ‗rightful‘ guardian, or through the withdrawal of protection. The space of 

difference is the space of desire which marks each character‘s unique relationship to the 

patriarchal order dictating the limits of her mobility according to sexual and marital status. 

Ultimately, the novel seems to argue, there is no liberation in politics, but there is something 

beyond its limits. In Women Without Men, Shahrnush Parsipur too becomes the master of 

ceremonies. She creates her own universe where no outside rules apply. 

Parsipur was imprisoned for rebelliously writing on themes of women‘s sexuality after 

following the publication of her novel in 1989. The book was (and still is) banned in Iran, 

and Parsipur had to eventually find refuge in California, where she now lives in exile. 

Talattof states that ―despite the controversy, there is a growing audience for Parsipur‘s stories 

of magical women grappling with sexuality, culture, and the struggle for autonomy‖ (2004: 

44). Parsipur employs magical realism to explore the characters' psychological and spiritual 

journeys. The novel investigates into themes of gender, autonomy, and the clash between 

traditional values and modern desires. By blending the real with the surreal, Parsipur 

critiques the societal constraints imposed on women and highlights their resilience and quest 

for self-fulfillment. 

Women Without Men is celebrated for its bold narrative and feminist undertones, challenging 

the status quo and offering a poignant commentary on the female experience in a patriarchal 

society (Moayyad, 1991). The novel's exploration of the paradox of freedom and constraint 

provides a rich ground for literary analysis and socio-political reflection. 

2. Historical Background and Literature Review 

Parshipur wrote Women Without Men in the immediate aftermath of the 1979 revolution and 

published it in 1989. She was arrested and jailed on two separate occasions after its 

publication for her honest discussion of the question of female chastity and her upfront 

depictions of women‘s struggles with their own sexuality. Nafisi claims that Women Without 

Men is ―staged against the backdrop of the 1953 coup, which is never directly cited, but 

alluded to in three chapters of the novella, two by date, and in the last through references to 

the commotion in the streets and the subsequent calm‖ (2003: 983). It is with this insinuation 

to the interruption of the rule of law that the main characters, each escaping the houses that 

constrain them, find refuge in a garden in Karaj, a city situated at the base of the Alborz 

mountains. The echoed disturbance in the home and homeland is followed by a steadiness of 

social order that merely reorganizes, re-carves, and preserves the laws which the characters 

of the novel are subjected to. 

These references to the 1953 coup seem rather out-of-place in the context of the novel. The 

story focuses on constraints on women‘s mobility. However, this is an issue which resonates 

at the heart of the 1979 revolution. As stated by Beard that ―despite women‘s large-scale 

participation in the revolution, women in fact lost many of the rights they received under the 

Pahlavi regime and were faced with more restrictions in terms of both physical and social 

mobility‖ (2007: 39). As a result, the novel‘s reference to the coup is a metalepsis for the 

revolution, one which explicitly connects them especially in the issue of women‘s mobility. 

Parsipur referes to the society of Iran in 1950s and indicates that a woman could be killed for 

losing her virginity or even for going on a long walk in her neighbourhood. If she is born into 

a lower class, there is the risk of being sold to a brothel right after puberty or marrying a man 

who is decades older. However, the characters in Women Without Men are powerful and 

supernatural despite their oppression (Bashi, 2009). For example, Mahdokt decides she 

would rather be a tree because she is not satisfied as the caretaker for a rich man‘s children. 

As a result, she simply plants herself in the ground and soon her toes grow into roots while 
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she waits to blossom. In the middle of a political turmoil, Munis, an unmarried woman, 

discovers that all her life she‘s been lied to about virginity and sex. She is filled with anger 

that she has wasted years living in isolation and fear, she gives up hope and tries to end 

things once and for all, but she realizes that she is immortal. A prostitute marries a gardener 

and gives birth to a plant. A fifty-year old woman fleeing an accidental murder discovers the 

tree that is really a woman and builds her life around it. It is evidence to Parsipur‘s powerful 

writing that readers believe each woman, even if she is able to literally turn her arms into 

branches. 

The tree appeared to be a woman in her late twenties. She was buried 

in the ground up to her knees, wearing a tattered dress, standing erect, 

watching her surroundings. 

According to Afary (1996), the novel Women Without Men is not to be taken literally. This is 

not a novel about a feminist separatist commune. Men are very much a part of the novel and 

complicate the lives of all the female characters – killing them, marrying them, having sex 

with them. It‘s not that the women are without men, but rather, they‘re all, in different ways, 

working to free themselves from the oppressions many of the novel‘s men represent. Though 

it is not as simple as painting the men as aggressors and the women as victims. Faris suggests 

that the female characters in Women Without Men ―can also be evil, murderous, and 

downright scary‖ (2002: 104). Prejudice and the constraints of tradition influence everyone 

on multiple levels: the characters are moved not only in the physical world, but also in the 

spiritual one, too. As a matter of fact, despite the traditional constraints of the Iranian society, 

Iranian culture and Islamic mysticism give the women the freedom of spirituality, 

imagination, and magic, to surpass their circumstances using both good and evil means. 

3. Research Questions 

 How does the novel challenge traditional patriarchal narratives and offer alternative 

perspectives on womanhood? 

 What is the significance of the garden as a symbol of female utopia and resistance? 

 How does the novel engage with issues of sexuality, desire, and female pleasure 

within a restrictive cultural context? 

 What are the implications of the novel's ending, and how does it contribute to the 

overall thematic concerns? 

4. Methodology  

This research will employ a close reading of Women Without Men, supplemented by critical 

analyses and interpretations from literary scholars. Interdisciplinary approaches, including 

feminist theory and postcolonial studies, are utilized to illuminate the text's complexities. The 

method of research in this study is a qualitative one and it employs a feminist literary 

theoretical framework, with a specific focus on gender, power, and agency, in order to 

analyze how the novel juxtaposes these opposing forces. Additionally, a postcolonial lens is 

applied to explore the text's engagement with historical and cultural oppression. Through a 

close reading of the narrative, this paper examines how Parsipur constructs a paradoxical 

world for her female protagonists in 1950s Iran. Throughout this paper the experiences of 

five women from diverse backgrounds are critically analyzed in order to link the different 

personalities to the reality of Iran‘s society.   

5. Discussions  

The discussions in this study are divided into four main topics in light of the literary, 

historical, and social contexts of the novel, namely: the garden as a space of female 
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liberation, female subjectivity and agency, mythology and symbolism, and the intersection of 

gender, politics, and history.  

5.1 The Garden as a Space of Female Liberation: 

In Women Without Men, the garden is a multifaceted symbol, existing both as a physical and 

metaphorical space. The author presents the garden initially as a tangible retreat, a secluded 

natural enclave within the human world. This physical garden serves as a microcosm, 

reflecting the larger world's cycles of growth, decay, and renewal. It offers a peaceful 

contrast to the chaotic external world. However, the garden transcends its physicality to 

become a potent metaphor for the female experience and the novel's broader themes. It 

symbolizes women's inner worlds, where identities can flourish free from patriarchal 

constraints. The characters' growth and development are mirrored in their interactions with 

the garden. 

While a place of beauty and potential, the garden is also enclosed and restricted, mirroring 

the limitations imposed on women in a male-dominated society. Often idealized and 

objectified, it also represents women's resilience and resistance. As a space of growth and 

abundance, the garden symbolizes female fertility and creativity, yet also hints at the 

challenges of realizing creative potential. 

Evoking the Garden of Eden, the garden in Women Without Men is a space where characters 

confront the realities of their world, including loss and suffering. Analyzing the garden as 

both physical and metaphorical deepens our understanding of characters and themes. It is a 

symbol inviting multiple interpretations and enriching reader engagement. 

The garden offers a stark contrast to the harsh external world, serving as a refuge for the 

women. Within its boundaries, they find peace, autonomy, and a space for solitude and 

reflection. Yet, it also fosters connection as they share experiences and find solace in each 

other's company. The garden's cycles connect them to the natural world, offering a space to 

contemplate life's mysteries and find solace in nature's rhythms. 

Beyond a physical space, the garden mirrors the women's inner worlds, reflecting their 

desires, fears, and aspirations. Like the garden, they possess potential for growth and 

transformation. The garden becomes a metaphor for their personal journeys as they nurture 

their spirits and confront challenges. While offering a sense of freedom, the garden's 

enclosure reflects societal constraints. It's a canvas for the women's creativity and expression. 

Despite challenges, the women demonstrate remarkable resilience, mirrored in the garden's 

continued blooming amidst adversity. The garden's cyclical nature represents the possibility 

of renewal and rebirth, suggesting enduring hope. 

By examining the garden as both a physical and metaphorical space, we gain a deeper 

appreciation for the complexities of the female experience in Women Without Men. It is a 

symbol that enriches our understanding of characters and the novel's overarching themes. 

5.2 Female Subjectivity and Agency: 

Shahrnush Parsipur‘s Women Without Men is a rich tapestry exploring the diverse 

experiences of Iranian women. Each character embarks on a unique journey marked by 

resilience and self-discovery amidst a repressive societal landscape. 

Ferdows, the novel‘s narrator, embodies the collective experience of Iranian women during a 

tumultuous era. Her journey from idealistic innocence to a profound search for meaning 

mirrors the nation‘s struggles. Loss, grief, and a complex exploration of humanity's capacity 

for both cruelty and compassion define her narrative. 

Ferdows is the heart and soul of Women Without Men. As the novel's narrator, she offers a 

poignant and intimate perspective on the lives of Iranian women during a time of profound 
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societal upheaval. Ferdows's journey is marked by a series of devastating losses, beginning 

with the death of her beloved brother. These losses force her to confront the fragility of life 

and the harsh realities of her world. Through her grief, she undergoes a profound 

transformation, emerging as a more resilient and self-aware individual. Her search for 

identity is central to the novel. She grapples with questions about her role in society, the 

nature of love and loss, and the meaning of existence. Her intellectual curiosity and desire for 

understanding drive her to explore the complexities of the human condition. 

As a woman with a thirst for knowledge, Ferdows challenges traditional gender roles. Her 

intelligence and curiosity position her as a symbol of the female intellectual, a figure often 

marginalized in patriarchal societies. Ferdows's experiences with trauma, both personal and 

collective, shape her worldview. The novel explores the long-lasting effects of trauma on 

individuals and societies. Ferdows's journey becomes a testament to the human capacity for 

both suffering and resilience. 

Zarin, Ferdows‘s sister-in-law, is a symbol of unwavering strength. Enduring immense 

suffering, she epitomizes the human spirit‘s capacity to persevere. Her journey is a testament 

to the resilience required for survival and the preservation of dignity. She represents a 

particularly potent example of a woman challenging patriarchal norms in Women Without 

Men. Zarin's character is defined by her stoicism and endurance. She embodies the physical 

and emotional toll of living under oppressive conditions. Yet, within her quiet strength lies a 

silent rebellion against the patriarchal order. Unlike many women in the novel, Zarin 

assumes a traditionally male role by taking on the financial burden of the family. She 

becomes the primary breadwinner, challenging the notion that women are solely dependent 

on men. Zarin's ability to endure physical and emotional suffering without breaking is a 

direct defiance of the patriarchal stereotype of women as weak and vulnerable. Her strength 

becomes a form of resistance. Zarin's rebellion is often subtle and unspoken. Her actions, 

rather than words, challenge the status quo. Her quiet determination to survive and protect 

her family is a form of silent defiance against a system that seeks to subjugate women. 

Zarin's character is a powerful testament to the strength and resilience of women who are 

forced to endure unimaginable hardship. Her journey highlights the ways in which women 

can challenge patriarchal norms, even in the most oppressive of circumstances. 

Munis, a young pregnant woman, represents the vulnerability and hope of a new generation. 

Her story, marked by tragic loss, highlights the fierce determination of maternal love and the 

enduring power of the human spirit. Munis is a poignant and tragic figure in Women Without 

Men. Her character represents the hopes and dreams of a younger generation, as well as the 

devastating consequences of living in a society marked by oppression and violence. Munis's 

life is circumscribed by the restrictive environment imposed by her brother. She is a prisoner 

in her own home, denied access to the outside world and subjected to her brother's 

controlling behavior. Her character highlights the plight of young women who are denied 

agency and autonomy. 

Munis' tragic fate is a stark indictment of the violence perpetrated against women. Her 

character serves as a powerful symbol of the vulnerability of young women in a patriarchal 

society. Her death is a catalyst for the other characters' journeys of mourning and 

transformation. Despite her brief appearance, Munis' death has a profound impact on the 

other characters. Her loss becomes a catalyst for their collective awakening and their 

determination to resist the forces that have taken her life.  
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Munis represents the unfulfilled potential of a generation of young women. Her death is a 

tragic loss not only for herself but for society as a whole. Her character serves as a reminder 

of the countless lives cut short by violence and oppression. 

Mahdokht is introduced as a simple woman, deeply disturbed by even the slightest hint of 

conflict, such as the contrasting greens of the garden. Her life is confined by obedience and 

fear, a constant struggle between contempt for her immobility and an inability to break free. 

Mrs. Farrokhlaqa Sadraldivan Golchehreh is a particularly complex character. Her 

surname, a unique identifier in the text, underscores her identity as a married woman, defined 

solely by her husband. Confined by the oppressive bonds of marriage, she exists in a state of 

enforced immobility. Her longing for freedom is expressed through fantasies that, 

unfortunately, remain trapped within the societal norms of her time. 

Beyond these central characters, Women Without Men introduces a chorus of unnamed 

women, each a poignant representation of countless lives shattered by war and oppression. 

Their collective experiences underscore the pervasive impact of these forces on the female 

psyche. Through these characters, Parsipur offers a profound exploration of the female 

experience under oppressive regimes, revealing the strength, resilience, and indomitable 

spirit of women in the face of adversity. 

The key themes in the journey of these women are as follows:  

 Identity and Self-Discovery: Each character undergoes a transformation as they 

confront the challenges of their lives. They question their values, identities, and 

beliefs, ultimately emerging as stronger and more resilient individuals. 

 The Power of Connection: The characters' shared experiences foster a sense of 

solidarity and mutual support. Their relationships with each other provide a source of 

strength and comfort. 

 Resistance and Resilience: Despite facing overwhelming adversity, the women in 

Women Without Men demonstrate remarkable resilience. Their ability to endure and 

find hope in the face of despair is a central theme of the novel. 

 Loss and Grief: The characters endure significant losses, from loved ones to 

innocence itself. Their journeys are marked by their attempts to cope with grief and 

find meaning in their suffering. 

By examining the individual journeys of these characters, we gain a deeper appreciation for 

the complexities of the female experience in a world marked by war and oppression. Women 

Without Men is a powerful testament to the human spirit and the enduring power of hope. 

5.3 Mythology and Symbolism: 

Shahrnush Parsipur‘s Women Without Men is rich in symbolism and mythological allusions, 

which contribute to the novel‘s depth and complexity. The key myths and sombols in the 

novel include: garden, birds, water, veil, and the absence of men:  

The garden in the novel can be seen as a contemporary reimagining of the Garden of Eden. 

It's a space of both beauty and confinement, mirroring the women's experiences of being both 

nurtured and restricted. The garden's enclosure symbolizes the women's isolation from the 

patriarchal world, while also suggesting a potential for rebirth and renewal. 

The veil, a prominent symbol in Iranian culture, takes on multiple layers of meaning in the 

novel. It represents both physical and metaphorical oppression, as it is used to control 

women's bodies and identities. However, it also becomes a symbol of resistance, as the 

women find ways to assert their individuality despite the constraints imposed upon them. 

Water is a recurring motif in the novel, representing life, death, and purification. It 

symbolizes the cyclical nature of existence, as well as the women's struggles to survive and 
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find meaning in their lives. The river, in particular, can be seen as a liminal space, 

representing transition and transformation. 

The absence of men in the novel creates a mythological void that allows for the exploration 

of female experiences without the male gaze. This absence is both a source of trauma and an 

opportunity for the women to redefine themselves and their relationships to each other. 

Birds appear as recurring symbols throughout the novel. They represent freedom, 

communication, and the soul. In some cultures, birds are associated with the divine, 

suggesting a spiritual dimension to the women's experiences (Milani, 2011). 

According to Rahimieh, ―mythology provides a cultural and historical lens through which to 

interpret the novel's events‖ (2003: 148). By invoking archetypal figures and narratives, 

Parsipur creates a framework for understanding the characters‘ experiences. The absence of 

men, for instance, echoes mythological stories of matriarchal societies or worlds without 

male presence. This allows readers to draw parallels between the fictional world and ancient 

myths, providing a broader context for the women's struggles. 

in Women Without Men, symbols operate on a subconscious level, conveying complex ideas 

and emotions with economy and power. The garden, for example, is a potent symbol of both 

confinement and potential. It represents the women's enclosed world while also suggesting 

the possibility of growth and renewal. Such symbols invite multiple interpretations, allowing 

readers to engage deeply with the text. The characters in Women Without Men are deeply 

intertwined with the mythological and symbolic fabric of the novel. Ferdows, for instance, 

can be seen as a modern-day Persephone, descending into an underworld of grief and loss. 

Her eventual emergence, though marked by trauma, also suggests a potential for rebirth and 

renewal, mirroring Persephone's cyclical journey. 

Parsipur challenges traditional male-dominated narratives by employing myths and symbols. 

She creates a space for women's voices to be heard, offering alternative perspectives and 

interpretations of historical and cultural myths. The novel becomes a counter-myth, 

reimagining the world from a female standpoint. Fischer claims that ―the use of myth and 

symbolism adds layers of ambiguity to the narrative, encouraging readers to participate 

actively in the interpretive process‖ (2004: 47). This open-ended approach allows for 

multiple readings and interpretations, enriching the overall experience of the novel. 

Ultimately, the myths and symbols in Women Without Men serve to elevate the text beyond a 

mere representation of personal experience. They transform the novel into a timeless 

exploration of the human condition, inviting readers to connect with the characters and their 

struggles on a profound level. 

5.4 The Intersection of Gender, Politics, and History: 

Shahrnush Parsipur‘s Women Without Men is a powerful exploration of the intricate 

relationship between gender, politics, and history. The novel, set against the backdrop of the 

1953 Iranian coup d'état, offers a stark portrayal of the ways in which these forces intersect to 

shape women's lives. The novel underscores the inextricable link between gender and 

politics. The political upheaval serves as a catalyst for examining the position of women 

within society. The absence of men, due to the political turmoil, creates a unique space for 

exploring female experiences without the male gaze. However, it also highlights the 

vulnerability of women in a patriarchal society, even in the absence of men. 

Parsipur demonstrates how political events can both amplify and exacerbate existing gender 

inequalities. The coup d'état disrupts the social order, leading to increased violence and 

instability, which disproportionately affects women. The characters in the novel become both 
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victims and survivors of this political upheaval, their experiences shaped by their gender and 

the broader historical context. 

The novel is deeply rooted in Iranian history, with the 1953 coup d'état serving as a pivotal 

moment. Parsipur uses this historical event to explore the impact of the past on the present. 

The women in the novel carry the weight of history on their shoulders, their lives shaped by 

the political and social forces of their time. The novel also suggests that history is not merely 

a sequence of events, but a lived experience. The characters' memories, traumas, and 

aspirations are intertwined with the broader historical narrative. By focusing on the 

experiences of women, Parsipur offers a counter-narrative to the dominant male-centered 

historical accounts. 

Despite the oppressive forces they face, the women in Women Without Men exhibit 

remarkable resilience and agency. They find ways to navigate the complexities of their lives, 

challenging traditional gender roles and subverting patriarchal norms. The novel suggests 

that women can be agents of change, even in the most challenging circumstances. By sharing 

their stories and supporting each other, the characters create a sense of solidarity and 

resistance. Their experiences offer hope for a future where gender equality is achieved. 

6. Findings and Conclusions 

Parsipur employs magical realism to explore the characters' psychological and spiritual 

journeys. The novel delves into themes of gender, autonomy, and the clash between 

traditional values and modern desires. By blending the real with the surreal, Parsipur 

critiques the societal constraints imposed on women and highlights their resilience and quest 

for self-fulfillment. 

Women Without Men is celebrated for its bold narrative and feminist undertones, challenging 

the status quo and offering a poignant commentary on the female experience in a patriarchal 

society. The novel's exploration of the paradox of freedom and constraint provides a rich 

ground for literary analysis and socio-political reflection. 

In literature, the interplay between freedom and constraint often serves as a powerful lens 

through which authors explore the complexities of human existence. This theme is 

particularly poignant in Shahrnush Parsipur's novel Women Without Men (1989), where the 

characters navigate the intricate web of societal expectations and personal aspirations in 

1950s Iran. The paradox of freedom and constraint manifests itself in various forms 

throughout the narrative, challenging traditional norms and offering glimpses of liberation 

within a repressive context. 

Iran in the 1950s was a time of significant social and political change. The novel captures 

this transitional period marked by the struggle between tradition and modernity, patriarchy 

and individual agency. Against this backdrop, Parsipur's exploration of the paradox becomes 

a compelling exploration of human resilience and the quest for autonomy. 

At its core, the paradox of freedom and constraint examines the tension between the desire 

for personal freedom and the limitations imposed by societal, cultural, and political 

structures. It explores how individuals negotiate their identities and aspirations within these 

confines, often finding moments of liberation amidst pervasive constraints. 

The novel challenges traditional gender roles and expectations, depicting women who resist 

societal norms and carve out spaces of agency. Characters like Mahdokht seek spiritual 

freedom through metaphysical means, while others, like Zarrinkolah, desire emotional 

liberation from oppressive circumstances. The physical settings in the novel, such as 

Farrokhlaqa's orchard or Zarrinkolah's brothel, symbolize both physical and societal 

constraints that shape the characters' lives. 
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Through the exploration of this paradox, Women Without Men invites readers to reflect on 

universal themes of human struggle and resilience. Parsipur's narrative not only critiques the 

limitations imposed on women but also celebrates their capacity to defy expectations and 

assert their autonomy. 

Shahrnush Parsipur's novel Women Without Men (1989) offers a profound exploration of the 

paradoxical interplay between freedom and constraint, set against the backdrop of 1950s Iran. 

Through the intertwined narratives of five women—Mahdokht, Zarrinkolah, Munis, Faezeh, 

and Farrokhlaqa—the novel delves into themes of gender dynamics, societal expectations, 

and the quest for personal autonomy. The women eventually converge in Farrokhlaqa's 

orchard, where they create a sanctuary away from the patriarchal society that confines them. 

This garden becomes a symbolic space of both freedom and entrapment, reflecting the 

novel's central theme: the paradox of seeking liberation within a restrictive environment.  

Parsipur employs literary techniques and character development to illuminate the paradox of 

freedom and constraint, offering insights into the human condition and the socio-cultural 

landscape of 1950s Iran. Parsipur critiques the patriarchal norms and traditions that restrict 

women's lives in Iranian society. Characters like Munis and Farrokhlaqa navigate these 

constraints differently, with Munis challenging familial expectations and Farrokhlaqa 

establishing her autonomy after her husband's death. 

The novel explores various forms of freedom beyond physical constraints. Mahdokht seeks 

spiritual freedom through mystical experiences, while Zarrinkolah yearns for emotional 

liberation from her role as a prostitute. Parsipur uses symbolism, such as the garden and 

water motifs, to underscore themes of growth, transformation, and escape from societal 

confines. The garden, particularly Farrokhlaqa's orchard, serves as a sanctuary where the 

women find solace and reclaim agency. 

Through magical realism, Parsipur blurs the boundaries between reality and fantasy, 

enriching the narrative with surreal elements that highlight the characters' inner worlds and 

their quests for identity and freedom. Women Without Men celebrates the resilience and 

agency of its female characters in navigating oppressive structures. Each woman's journey—

whether through defiance, introspection, or redefinition—demonstrates the capacity for 

personal liberation within restrictive environments. Beyond individual stories, the novel 

serves as a powerful commentary on broader social and political issues in Iran. It critiques 

the constraints imposed by patriarchy and tradition while advocating for the empowerment 

and autonomy of women. 

In conclusion, Parsipur's exploration of the paradox of freedom and constraint remains 

relevant in contemporary discourse on gender equality and human rights. The novel invites 

readers to reflect on the universal struggle for personal freedom and the complexities of 

navigating societal expectations. In essence, Women Without Men is a testament to the 

enduring human spirit and the quest for autonomy amidst societal pressures. It is a powerful 

exploration of the complex interplay between gender, politics, and history. The novel 

demonstrates how these forces shape women's lives, revealing both the challenges and the 

possibilities for resistance and transformation. 
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