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Original Article
Abstract

Background and aim: Women were not merely passive victims of medicalization but often actively participated in
bottom-up medicalization. This study examines how female actors in the late Qajar Iranian press engaged with modern
medicine and the medicalization of the female body.

Data and method: This qualitative study utilized thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke’s six-phase approach) to identify
core themes and critical discourse analysis (Fairclough’s three-dimensional model) to interpret power relations and
socio-historical contexts. Three women’s periodicals were purposively selected for their focus on hygiene and health:
Shokoufeh, Danesh, and Alam-e Nesvan.

Findings: Seven main themes were identified: (1) rejection of traditional knowledge; (2) necessity of hygiene and
modern medicine; (3) construction of physicians’ authority; (4) discourse of modernity and the modern Other; (5) social
discipline as a tool for medical establishment; (6) medicalization of the female body; and (7) reproduction of gender
roles. Critical discourse analysis revealed that these periodicals introduced modern medicine into the domestic sphere
by marginalizing traditional medicine and normalizing hygienic practices. While this discursive practice empowered
women’s agency against patriarchal oppression and aligned with modernity, it inadvertently reproduced gender roles,
transforming the female body into a site of biomedical discipline and surveillance.

Conclusion: Medicalization in the late Qajar era was not solely a top-down imposition; it functioned as ‘“bottom-up
medicalization”, a strategy used by women to redefine their agency and right to health, despite unintended
consequences regarding biomedical dominance over their lives.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

While the Western feminist tradition has predominantly critiqued medicalization as an instrument of
control and domination over women’s bodies, in peripheral societies such as Iran, female activists’
encounter with modern medicine followed a distinct, context-dependent logic. Initially, the
disciplinary aspect of medicine was less problematized and was perceived primarily as a possibility
for well-being and progress, as well as a means of redefining women’s agency and achieving
liberation from traditional disciplinary constraints. This contextual distinction underscores the
imperative for a historical and sociological inquiry into medicalization that moves beyond Western
macro-narratives and universalizing assumptions, anchoring itself instead within local relations of
power. Accordingly, a fundamental understanding of the medicalization of women’s bodies and its
roots can be achieved by examining the early decades following the introduction of modern
medicine to Iran.

This study aims to critically investigate the encounter and discursive entanglement between female
subjects and the emerging institution of medicine in the late Qajar period (early twentieth century).
By focusing on three pioneering women’s periodicals and applying critical discourse analysis, the
study aims to understand the situated rationality of women involved in the Qajar-era press in their
interaction with modern medicine, by moving beyond the overt and explicit layers of the texts.
Specifically, it addresses the question of what ideological presuppositions and implications
underpinned the discursive construction of medicine and health in these periodicals and their
engagement with modern medicine, beyond overt health-related demands, and how this engagement
related to the reconfiguration of power relations and the control of women’s bodies.

Methods and Data

This qualitative study employed thematic analysis to identify semantic patterns and key
themes within the texts, combined with critical discourse analysis to interpret these themes in
relation to processes of meaning-making, power relations, and the broader socio-historical context.
Among the women’s periodicals of the late Qajar era, three journals (Danesh, Shokoufeh, and Alam-
e Nesvan) were purposively selected because they addressed issues of hygiene (hefz al-sehheh),
medicine, and health more extensively than others. Thematic analysis was first conducted following
Braun and Clarke’s six-phase approach; subsequently, Fairclough’s three-dimensional model of
critical discourse analysis was applied to examine the deeper semantic and ideological layers of the
texts.

Findings
Seven main themes were identified: (1) rejection of traditional knowledge; (2) the necessity of
hygiene (hefz al-sehheh), and the establishment of modern medicine; (3) the construction of
physicians’ authority and legitimacy; (4) the discourse of modernity, civilization, and the modern
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Other; (5) hierarchical society and social discipline as instruments for establishing modern
medicine; (6) medicalization of the female body; and (7) reproduction of gender roles within the
discourse of hygiene.

Critical discourse analysis revealed that women’s periodicals introduced modern medicine into the
domestic sphere through the linguistic rejection of traditional medicine, the empowerment of
physicians, and the normalization of hygienic practices in everyday life. While this discursive
practice had emancipatory effects and restored women’s agency in opposition to patriarchal
oppression -aligning with the discourse of modernity-it inadvertently reproduced gender roles and
transformed the female body into a site of discipline, surveillance, and the hegemony of modern
medicine.

Conclusion and Discussion

the embrace and promotion of modern medicine in Iran constituted a form of bottom-up
medicalization; a process in which women were not passive objects of medical discipline, but active
initiators and agents who consciously drew on this knowledge to redefine their social standing. the
acceptance and promotion of modern medicine by female activists in the Qajar period press was not
a merely imposed or passive response to the medical profession, but rather a calculated strategy to
assert rights over their bodies and lives within the context of a traditional and patriarchal structure.
This approach offered tangible and multiple benefits, such as reducing infant and maternal
mortality, providing women with a new and increasingly legitimate framework for articulating and
addressing social problems such as child marriage, isolation, and domestic violence, and opening up
new areas for social participation and employment.

Accordingly, the findings lead to a pivotal theoretical and epistemological conclusion: the
medicalization of women’s bodies does not follow a monolithic pattern across all socio-historical
contexts, nor does it necessarily conform to the dominant narrative of later Western feminist
critiques. In the Western critical tradition medicalization is largely conceived as a disciplinary,
objectifying, and regulatory mechanism that appropriates control over natural bodily processes and
dispossesses women of their indigenous knowledge. However, the findings of this study, situated in
the socio-historical context of the late Qajar period, demonstrate that in peripheral societies,
medicalization possesses a dialectical and situated character. In a society where women were
already ensnared by traditional patriarchy, structural illiteracy, and biological insecurity, medical
science was not an adversary of agency, but an emancipatory tool and an opportunity for resistance and
the redrawing of the boundaries of oppression. Although this process ultimately led to the
marginalization of traditional practices and the reproduction of gendered discipline, reducing it to
mere domination and subjugation would overlook the historical and strategic agency of women
who, from the heart of this new knowledge, carved out a pathway to survival, emancipation, and entry into
modernity.
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