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Abstract

The 1990s mark a pivotal moment in contemporary Iranian literature, particularly in
the development of women’s writing, as female novelists increasingly addressed
issues of identity, emotion, and socio-cultural constraints. While existing scholarship
has examined individual works, it has rarely adopted a systematic comparative
approach. This study fills that gap by applying Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis
to three influential women-authored novels of the 1990s—As If You Had Said Leili,
Forty Years Old, and The Wandering Island—to identify and compare recurring
themes. The findings reveal that despite stylistic differences, these novels
collectively articulate a shared thematic framework reflecting women’s lived

experiences in post-revolutionary Iran.
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Introduction

Women’s writing (women’s writing) in contemporary Iranian literature refers to
narratives authored by women that represent the world through a distinctly female
perspective. These works often foreground concerns that have historically been
marginalized, distorted, or silenced within male-dominated literary traditions. In the
1990s, Iranian women novelists increasingly explored themes such as selfhood,
emotional autonomy, love, social control, and the negotiation between individual
desire and collective norms. Although numerous studies have examined women’s
novels from feminist, sociological, or narratological perspectives, there remains a
notable lack of comparative research that systematically extracts and analyzes
shared thematic patterns across multiple texts.

This study poses the following research question: What recurring thematic patterns
emerge in major women-authored novels of the 1990s, and how can these themes be
systematically identified and compared using a qualitative analytical framework?
Addressing this question not only contributes to the methodological enrichment of
literary studies but also offers insight into the discursive mechanisms through which
women’s lived experiences were articulated during a period marked by post-

revolutionary transformation, post-war anxieties, and the rise of modern individualism.

Materials and Methods

The study adopts Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis as its primary
methodological framework. Originally developed within qualitative research in
psychology and social sciences, thematic analysis offers a flexible yet rigorous
approach for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns of meaning within textual
data. In this research, the method is applied inductively, allowing themes to emerge
from the data rather than being imposed by pre-existing theoretical models.

The corpus consists of three novels published in the 1990s: The Wandering
Island (1993), Forty Years Old (1999), and A4s If You Had Said Leili (1999). Data
selection focuses on explicit, reflective, and aphoristic statements expressed by
narrators or characters, as these utterances function as condensed representations of
the authors’ worldviews. The analytical process follows six stages: familiarization
with the data, initial coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and
naming themes, and producing the final analytical report. The researcher plays an
active interpretive role, acknowledging the intersubjective nature of meaning

production in literary analysis.
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Discussion & Results

The findings suggest that women-authored novels of the 1990s constitute a coherent
discursive field shaped by patriarchal structures, the experience of modern
individuality, and the historical aftermath of revolution and war. Love emerges not
merely as a romantic motif but as a means of self-definition and resistance against
existential emptiness. Identity crisis functions as a central organizing theme through
which female characters negotiate conflicting expectations imposed by family, society,
and personal desire. The persistent tension between fate and agency further reflects
women’s struggle to assert autonomy within restrictive socio-cultural conditions.

By employing thematic analysis, this study demonstrates the applicability of
Braun and Clarke’s method to literary texts and highlights its potential for producing
systematic, comparative insights. The approach moves beyond impressionistic
thematic criticism and provides a transparent framework for tracing meaning-
making processes in narrative fiction.

The thematic analysis reveals several dominant themes shared across the three
novels. The most prominent include: identity crisis, power and gender relations,
love as a source of meaning, fatalism versus resistance, and the conflict between
tradition and modernity. In The Wandering Island, these themes are articulated
through philosophical reflection and socio-political dialogue, emphasizing doubt,
intellectual independence, and existential uncertainty. Forty Years Old foregrounds
the crisis of female identity in midlife, portraying love as memory, loss, and an
existential need rather than a romantic fulfillment. In As If You Had Said Leili,
themes of social judgment, fear of tradition, emotional suffering, and gendered
constraints dominate the narrative, highlighting women’s vulnerability within rigid
cultural frameworks.

Despite these shared concerns, each novel offers a distinct thematic emphasis
shaped by the author’s narrative voice and stylistic choices. Daneshvar’s novel
engages more explicitly with political and philosophical discourse, Tabatabaei’s
narrative centers on psychological introspection and emotional temporality, and
Shamloo’s work underscores social pressure, mourning, and gendered silence.
Together, these variations illustrate the diversity of women’s writing within a
common thematic horizon.
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Conclusion

This research shows that women’s novels of the 1990s in Iran are deeply
interconnected through shared thematic structures that articulate female subjectivity
under conditions of social transition. Through a systematic thematic analysis, the
study reveals how these narratives collectively represent women’s struggles with
identity, love, power, and historical change. The findings contribute to both
women’s literary studies and methodological innovation in literary research,
suggesting that thematic analysis offers a valuable tool for comparative and

interdisciplinary scholarship.
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