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Abstract: 

Parveen Etesami (1907–1941) is one of the leading poets in contemporary Persian literature 

who evolved notable works out of traditional poetic forms toward social, ethical, and 

philosophical contemporaneity. A significant feature distinguishing her poetry is her adaptation 

of classical Persian forms—ghazal, masnavi, and qasida—with a totally modern sensibility and 

critical insight into the problems of gender inequality, social justice, and moral integrity. She 

explores them in a manner rooted both in Islamic and Persian mysticism, making her able to 

tackle complex existential and ethical questions which are relevant to both contemporaries and 

modern audiences. One of the most meaningful aspects of Etesami is how she addresses 

feminist discourse by critically treating patriarchal structures and upholding the rights and 

dignity of women. She makes a compelling statement in the struggles and aspirations of women 

regarding the confines that society has placed on them. Her work remains influential in the 

feminist literary tradition of Iran to date, having influenced a subsequent generation of female 

writers and activists like Forough Farrokhzad and Simin Behbahani. 

Besides the feminist contribution, Etesami's work is filled with deep ethical commitment 

against injustices as well as moral failures by elites. All of her allegories and metaphors became 

the flag bearers of philosophical thoughts speaking on justice, compassion, good, and evil. 

Quite a few of her ghazals are devoted to the existential dimensions of human life, such as "The 

Last Tear" and "The Eternal Quest", which entailed questioning the meaning of existence and 

the pursuit of spiritual fulfillment. However, what Parveen Etesami contributed to modern 

Persian literature in general, with regard to her style of poetry, major themes, and socio-cultural 

effects of her works, is what this paper attempt to present in the form of a critical outline. The 

paper focalizes Etesami's role in spanning the classical and modern literary traditions, her 

influence over the feminist movement, and her engagement with philosophical and ethical 

issues. 

Introduction 

Born in Tabriz, Iran, on March 16, 1907, Parveen Etesami became a well-known personality in 

Persian literature and a prominent advocate for social justice and women's rights during her 

time. Her father, Yussef Etesami, a well-known journalist and translator, exposed her to the 

field of Persian literature from a young age. This further helped nurture within her a deep 

feeling for classical Persian verse and culture. The fact that she grew up in a literary 

environment means that she was exposed to great Persian poets such as Saadi, Hafez, and Rumi. 

The environment contributed so much to her later life as a poet and an intellectual (Milani, 

2011). 



IJFANS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF FOOD AND NUTRITIONAL SCIENCES 

ISSN PRINT 2319 1775 Online 2320 7876 
Research Paper © 2012 IJFANS. All Rights Reserved, Journal UGC CARE Listed (Group-I) Volume 12,  Issue  01  2023 

8293 
 

 

Formal education for Etesami started at the American Girls' School in Tehran after being 

introduced to Western literature traditions side by side with studies in Persian and Arabic. After 

having been exposed to both literatures simultaneously, she bloomed into creating quite a 

unique literary voice that harmoniously merged traditional Persian themes with contemporary 

issues. This influence from Western literature, coupled with a solid grounding in Persian 

classics, afforded her a unique vantage view later coming to characterize her poems. Her father 

played a substantial role in her intellectual development by encouraging her to read all manner 

of literature and provocative ideas. Yussef Etesami's work in the translation of Western works 

into Persian actuated the cultural bridge upon which Parveen learned worldview perspectives 

and literary expertise. This formed a solid foundation for which literature was to be used to 

engage in social commentary and reform (Milani, 2011). 

Etesami's life as a poet began very early in life, right from the age of eight years when her first 

poem was published. However, it is through her first collection of poems in 1935 that her name 

really came into attention of common readers of Persian Literature. The collection titled "The 

Divan of Parveen Etesami" established her as an antagonist bent upon rendering new meanings 

to classical forms of Persian poetry and modernizing them with contemporary relevance. Her 

work possesses a great deal of lyricism, philosophic depth, and social criticism. She often used 

allegory and metaphor in her works to describe problems like fairness, morality, and human 

misery. For example, in her poem "The Broken Wing," Etesami has taken the fly of a bird in a 

cage as a metaphor for the plight of women under patriarchal rule. This and several other poems 

indicate that she evinces profound sympathy for the poor and weak, involving herself in their 

rights (Etesami, 1942). 

Etesami's ingenuity lay in her adoption of traditional forms such as the ghazal and masnavi, 

whereby she could explore the vast heritage of Persian letters while engaging in responses to 

contemporary social problems. She proves that these classical forms may indeed become a 

pretty effective vehicle for speaking about women's concerns. Through the reconstruction of 

these modes, she was able to critique norms within society for change in a way that spoke to 

both traditional and modern readers similarly. During Etesami's lifetime, the socio-political 

scene in Iran was turning upside down. In the early 20th century, with the fall of the Qajar 

dynasty and the controversial rise of the Pahlavi dynasty, a number of reform measures were 

initiated to put Iran on the path to modernization; these reforms were targeted at secularization 

and Western education and culture. While all these changes were welcomed by the segments 

of society, traditionalists expressed resistance to them as threats against the cultural and 

religious heritage of Iran. Etesami's work must be understood in the light of such cultural 

tension and transformation. Her poetry often expresses deep ambivalence over the rapid 

changes that were going on in Iranian society. While she was an adamant promoter of women's 

rights and education, she criticized an uncritical adoption of Western norms at the expense of 

rich traditions of Iran. This nuanced perspective is evident in her poetry in which she often 

juxtaposes traditional Persian values with modern concerns (Milani, 2011). Moreover, Etesami 

represented the cause of women at a time when the wave of feminist awareness was high. In 

Iran, during the early years of the 20th century, a new awareness about women's issues started 
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exerting its influence as huge groups of them came out to demand access to education and entry 

into public life. Through her poetry and public presence, Etesami expressed this growing 

feminist movement by speaking out against a patriarchy that had long curtailed opportunities 

for and limited the basic freedoms of women (Afshar, 2011). On its horizon, Persian literature 

fondly attributes Parveen Etesami. It was her ability to blend classical forms of Persian poetry 

with contemporary themes that places her as a colossus of Persian literature. What makes her 

distinguished is not the poetic infusion but the intellectual linking with social and political 

issues of her time. 

One of the most noticing things in the poetry of Etesami is its consideration of morals and 

ethics. She has always been sensitive to multiple questions of justice, compassion, and the 

human condition, speaking within both Islamic and Persian philosophical traditions. There was, 

cutting across this writing, an undercurrent of universal humanism that insisted every human 

being must be treated with dignity and entitled to rights regardless of gender, class, or status. 

This aspect of the ethics in question has made her one of the most prominent personalities in 

Persian literature, whereby her poems continue to address the issues of the current society in 

relation to matters of social and moral perspectives. Moreover, besides leaving a great literary 

heritage, Etesami played the role of a cultural critic and social activist. She was never 

conservative in her ideas regarding women's education and emancipation, rather raging against 

the repressive traditions of her time. In this light, she plays a vital role in the Iranian gender-

based struggle and social justice field through her poetry and public debate. It gave an excellent 

foundation for the coming generations of girl child writers and actors from Iran, who at that 

time sought inspiration from the legacy left behind by her work (Afshar, 2011). Perhaps the 

most unique aspect of Etesami's poetry is that she never stops trying to disclose the mystery of 

identity and self. She works rather frequently upon the senses of personal and cultural identity 

in the backdrop of the regulations and norms of public expectations. Her work, therefore, 

invariably suggests a more profound process of introspection and a search for authenticity in 

the complex tensions growing from traditional values and modernity. This is, therefore, the 

introspective nature within her poetry, when she was noting on nature and the human soul in 

poems like "The Last Tear" (Etesami, 1947). 

Another important theme of Etesami's work is the criticism of social injustice. Among the 

poets, her works represent the most sensitive view toward the poor and the underprivileged, 

and her readers can recognize underprivileged and low-expectancy characters throughout her 

poetry. She depicts well the suffering of the oppressed and the need for the display of 

compassion and social responsibility in society, especially underprivileged and vulnerable 

groups, in poems like "The Cry of the Orphan". Her commitment to social justice is not merely 

an abstract ideal but is grounded in a deep empathy for the struggles of others (Etesami, 1942). 

Another point that characterizes Etesami's work is her feminism. She has often openly 

criticized the patriarchal systems that marginalize women and prevent them from advancing. 

Her poetry is a call with power—actually, a powerful call—for women's rights and equal 

participation in whatever concerns them. She was certainly ahead of her time, challenging the 

deep-rooted gender norms of her society. Her work continues to be relevant today as it 
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addresses ongoing issues of gender inequality and advocates for the empowerment of women 

(Afshar, 2011). 

 

Parveen Etesami's influence extends from her poetry to lionize her as a cultural icon and social 

advocate; her work received praise from many writers, artists, and activists of very high esteem, 

both within Iran and internationally. In general, she is referred to as one of the leading figures 

of modern Persian literature, and her innovative use of classical forms has influenced several 

generations of poets. This legacy is particularly significant in the context of feminist literature 

because she is one of the pioneering voices for the campaign for female rights in Iran. More 

so, works on Etesami have considerably influenced continued academic research on modern 

Persian literature. Researchers delve into Etesami's poetry because of the rich symbolism, 

philosophical depth, and social critique found in her work. Her work is consistently cited in 

curricula, and myriad studies have been made of her involvement in the socio-political fabric 

of Iran and her literary contributions to Persian literature. This academic interest attests to the 

perennial relevance and depth of her work (Milani, 2011). Beyond her literary and academic 

legacy, Etesami's contribution to social movements remains deep-rooted. She has steadfastly 

advanced the cause of women's rights and equal justice for all sections of society, and her 

crusading spirit motivates a number of social workers and reformers who follow her. Her works 

are referred to in most discussions regarding the issue of gender equality and many other social 

issues because her own life has been an exemplary model of unusual intellectual courage and 

observable moral example. Etesami's legacy serves as a reminder of the power of literature to 

effect social change and the importance of standing up for one's beliefs (Afshar, 2011). 

The Influence of Parveen Etesami on Modern Persian Literature 

Literary Techniques and Stylistic Contributions 

Etesami shows excellent control over the many forms of Persian poetry which is well 

manifested in her ghazals, masnavi, and qasida, referring back to earlier poetic traditions. The 

manner in which she modernizes these forms for the expression of modernity distinguishes her 

work. Her style is lucid by effect, showing a clarity of diction and articulation that sets her well 

apart from others of her time. Etesami's classical Persian poetry distinguished itself by its 

ornate, elaborate diction and straightforwardness; because of this, her works resonated with 

more people. 

One of the outstanding features of Etesami's style is her resort to allegory and metaphor. 

Immediately perceivable by the common folk, many poems have meanings as complex as the 

most subtle metaphors but are represented by simple images, pointing to sharp philosophical 

and social criticism. "The Broken Wing," a poignant poem wherein she uses metaphors 

concerning the caged bird to represent the condition of women in the patriarchal society and 

their sufferings, along with their longing for freedom. This allegorical method offers aesthetic 

excellence to her poetry and deepens its themes. 

Etesami's innovative spirit is reflected through her approach to compose different poetic forms. 

She uses the traditional forms but with no fear of giving them a modern touch. For example, 

the schemes for rhyme and rhythm are unconventional in her poems, thus challenging the 



IJFANS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF FOOD AND NUTRITIONAL SCIENCES 

ISSN PRINT 2319 1775 Online 2320 7876 
Research Paper © 2012 IJFANS. All Rights Reserved, Journal UGC CARE Listed (Group-I) Volume 12,  Issue  01  2023 

8296 
 

expectations of the readers and critics. More precisely, her work addressing the use of dialogues 

and monologues inside her poems—where people and events are brought to life to emphasize 

moral and ethical dilemmas— can be traced in many of her poems. Her ability to delicately 

and appealingly convey complicated subjects distinguishes her poetry from the more didactic 

poetry of her time is certainly praiseworthy. One of the most outstanding aspects of Etesami's 

contribution to contemporary Persian writing was her thematic affinity. Her poetry included a 

wide range of topics, from critical observations on social and political injustices to 

philosophical reflections. Ingrained in her poetry are two core features: deep empathy for the 

underprivileged and commitment to justice and equality. Each of these has earned her a critical 

position in the evolution of the Persian literary tradition. 

Social Justice and Feminism  

Etesami's writings focus on social justice as the central issue in which time and again, she 

speaks of disparities and inequalities within the society, stressing those who have been 

oppressed and also about the downtrodden classes that the so-called powerful ones have 

subjugated. In poems like "The Cry of the Orphan," she vividly portrays the agonies of the 

downtrodden and less privileged and speaks against those people in power who have exploited 

the poor and oppressed (Etesami, 1942). Her moral judgment expands over a broad spectrum 

of social issues: corruption, hypocrisy, and the abuse of power. Etesami raised the readers' 

conscience by pointing out these ills to make society more just and fair (Milani, 2011). 

Another prominent feature of her work is the weightage that Etesami gives to gender equality, 

which is why her writings are indeed regarded as one of the precursors of Persian feminist 

thought. Her poetry challenges the patriarchal norms in her society by demanding women's 

correct and complete participation in all aspects of life. "The Woman" poem of hers calls for 

women empowerment and also strongly criticizes the societal restrictions that limit women 

opportunities in the society. Her work is a powerful indictment of the gender inequalities of her 

time and remains relevant in contemporary discussions of feminism and gender equality. 

Etesami's feminist views are not confined to explicit criticism of patriarchal values. She is very 

concerned with the psychological and emotional aspects of women's experiences, in which 

their struggles and aspirations become pretty nuanced. Her poems contain major feminine 

characters besieged with identity problems and issues of self-actualization—precisely the 

things Etesami herself was experiencing in her introspective search for identity and 

authenticity. Focusing on women's inner lives lends a rich psychological dimension to her 

work, standing apart from many contemporaries who tend to focus on more external social 

issues (Afshar, 2011). 

Another characteristic of Etesami's work, besides the social and feminist concerns, is the 

philosophical and ethical quest. Much of her poetry is devoted to existential problems: 

mortality, the self, and what it means to be human. For instance, in "The Last Tear," she 

discusses how life passes away, but death is inevitable, taking that as a window into much 

larger questions about purpose and meaning in life (Etesami, 1947). This makes her one of the 

more excellent mystical poets within the Persian tradition, along with Rumi and Hafez, while 

also situating her philosophically within a dialogue with modern existentialism. Another way 

Etesami shows her ethical concerns is in her treatment of human relationships and moral 
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dilemmas. She portrays many men in her poetry who face a hard choice, thus drawing on the 

complexity of ethical decision-making. This moral ambiguity comes most strikingly into play 

in her use of dialogue and dramatic monologue, through which she concocts characters 

expounding different views on a particular topic. In addition to giving depth to the narrative 

quality in her poems, this practice also engulfs the reader in a process of "moral survey and 

self-examination" (Milani, 2011). 

Cultural and Social Impact 

The cultural and social impact of Parveen Etesami's work extends far beyond the literary circle. 

She has dramatically influenced the rejuvenation of modern Persian cultural identity, especially 

against the backdrop of the socio-political cuisine that was early 20th-century Iran. At a time 

when Iran was going through a rapid process of modernization and Westernization under the 

Pahlavi regime, Etesami's work stood for the powerful reminder of cultural heritage and 

balancing progress with tradition. 

Etesami's poems thus almost always reflect her deep ambivalence against changes that were 

taking place in Iranian society. For example, the modernization of education and extension of 

women's rights—she felt—are things approved of; the elevation of Western values and erosion 

of traditional Persian culture—are things criticized. This would, therefore, reflect a tension 

within her poetry, where traditional Persian images and motifs often have a bearing on modern 

themes and contemporary concerns. The juxtaposition allowed Etesami to contrast the past and 

present and involve her readers in critical discourse about what is going in the contemporary 

society. Etesami's work has left a lasting impact on the feminist movement in Iran. Her quest 

for women's rights tempered with critical, patriotic consciousness, together with an awareness 

of patriarchal structures have created an essential base for later writing feminists and activists. 

Legacy and Continued Influence 

Her poems continue to be among the primary sources of inspiration for the movements of 

bloggers, journalists, and lawyers engaged in the struggle for gender equality in Iran and other 

places. Etesami, by breaking the taboos and conventions of her era, opened new horizons for 

women inside Persian literature and society, providing a venue for future generations of female 

writers and intellectuals following in her footsteps. Parveen Etesami left a considerable legacy 

in contemporary Persian literature. Her works remain highly readable and are still being studied 

nationally and internationally. Moreover, her poems envision constant scrutiny among scholars 

and critics for their thematic content, inventive usage of classical forms, and socio-political 

discourses. 

The impact of Etesami's work is apparent in the broader cultural area. Many of Etesami's poems 

that are translated into plays, music, and dramas have helped to portray her work to new 

audiences which highlight its perpetual relevance in modern-day society. Consideration of 

social justice and gender issues in Etesami's work resonates with contemporary movements for 

equality and human rights, which makes a powerful tool for bringing positive change into 

society. Etesami's stature as an iconic figure of culture is further enhanced by her reception in 

academic and literary circles. She is frequently included in academic curricula, both in Iran and 

abroad, and her work is the subject of numerous scholarly studies and literary critiques. Much 
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of this scholarship suggests that the depth of her work are well analyzed, and its place within 

the corpus of Persian literature overall is immense. 

The Evolution of Persian Poetic Forms Through Parveen Etesami’s Lens 

 

The works of Parveen Etesami represent the combination of classical and modernist approaches 

to the evolution of poetic forms in the Persian language, since she herself represented both 

mastery over traditional forms and innovative modes of thought. Her deep understanding of 

the Persian literature enabled her to fill established forms with contemporary relevance and 

henceforth played a very important part in the course of development for Persian poetry in the 

20th century. Much of Etesami's poetry is based on the classic ghazal form, with its rhyming 

and refraining couplets dealing basically with love and loss; using that hopefully conventional 

form—to be used in about modern themes: social injustice, gender inequality. For instance, 

Etesami in her "Justice and Injustice" describes current ethical problems related to power and 

oppression, an issue that echoes in the ears of both present and past readers. (Etesami, 1935). 

One of the major writings of Etesami includes the masnavi, which is a long narrative verse 

relating to epic and moral tales in its traditional application. In Etesami's works, the masnavi 

has been adopted as an ideal medium for short, sharp narratives that pack social critiques; for 

example, in "The False and the Real," she captured the barefaced hypocrisy that infected 

societal norms by contrasting real virtue against these superficial appearances (Etesami, 1947). 

Indeed, with the use of masnavi in such an ingenious way, she opened her path toward 

elaborating moral and ethical themes for her audience and universalized this form with 

relevance for contemporary discourse. 

Another noteworthy fact about Etesami is her relation to the qasida, a form traditionally used 

for panegyrics. While this was the kind of form poets used in praise of princes and patrons, 

Etesami broke with convention by using it to criticize social elites (those that held power) and 

hence question the ethical dimensions of current politics. In "The Braggart," she mocks the 

conceit of those who abuse their authority by touting the ethical oversights many times 

following from power. It shows Etesami's mastery over established forms for pointed critiques, 

thereby contributing to and enriching the poetic tradition. 

The second aspect is the allegory that Etesami used as a form in her poetry, regarded as a 

significant evolution in Persian poetic forms. In this case, she drew on allegorical works by 

classical poets such as Rumi and Saadi but applied it toward very complex social and ethical 

issues. Her poem "The Captive Eagle" serves as a metaphor for the oppressed condition of 

women, critiquing the societal constraints that limit their freedom (Etesami, 1942). It is through 

such allegorical narratives that sensitive issues featured vividly with Etesami in an accessible 

yet profound way. The new look that Etesami lent to this traditional form has left its stamp on 

the development of modern Persian literature. She could strike a blend between classic 

structures and modern themes and techniques, in this way expanding the possible modes of 

expression in Persian poetry. Indeed, her work acts as a emblematic bridge connecting the rich 

literary traditions of the past with the varieties of evolving cultural and social realities of the 

twentieth century. This old and new synthesis expanded the horizon of Persian poetry and 

opened up new trends for poets of later ages (Milani, 2011). 
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Furthermore, Etesami has played an organizational role in popularizing Persian poetic forms 

to the world audience. Translations and literary criticism have introduced her poetry to non-

Persian readers, increasing the appreciation of the richness and variety of Persian literature. It 

is particularly clear that accessibility and clarity in her themes and language combine to give 

an unique appeal to international audiences and firmly entrench her place within the canon of 

world literature. One of the major shares in Parveen Etesami's contributions was in influencing 

profoundly the evolution of the Persian poetic forms. It is precisely this supreme mastery of 

traditional forms and their ingenious use for the articulation of issues relevant to her times that 

perfected the `world-view' of the Persian literary tradition and augmented its possibility of 

expression. She inspires and influences poets and scholars in Iran and elsewhere in the world, 

thus being a central figure whose memory continues to be kept green in the history of modern 

Persian literature. 

Conclusion 

We find an apparent combination of profound literary and philosophical profundity with 

enduring social commitment in the life and works of Parveen Etesami. In strictly traditional 

Persian forms, she weaves articles full of words, laden with modern conceptions that give 

insight into the human condition, and mixes it with some significant social problems of her 

time. Etesami's multilayered and deep work has not been paralleled since those times. Parveen 

Etesami has had a pervasive and profound effect on contemporary Persian literature. 

She was a female innovator of classical forms, taking in some noble elements from the poetic 

tradition of the past, and engaging with philosophical and ethical questions anew, which makes 

her perhaps a key figure within the context of literary and cultural discourses in Iran. The work 

of Etesami not only enriched this tradition of Persian poetry but also took up current problems 

in history in a manner quite contemporary, making her an essential wonder for social change. 

She was, therefore, a great innovator who used classical poetic forms for the expression of 

feminism and social justice. Her work is imbued with both philosophical and ethical themes 

that make her one of the most important figures in the literary and cultural landscape of Iran. 

Etesami condemned patriarchy and gave voice to women's rights. For a generation, she 

prepared succeeding women writers and activists to take up the struggle. It would therefore be 

inferred from the depth of psychology and emotions portrayed in her works that new 

dimensions of depth would give Persian poetry more representation of diverse Iranian realities. 

Etesami's thoughts on philosophy and ethics, though time-worn, can be applied to and stay 

relevant to the challenges in modern life today. She bridges between rich literary traditions of 

the past and changing cultural and social realities of today, forever surviving the canon of world 

literature. 
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