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Critical Discourse and Nezami Ganjavi (A Case Study of Makhzan al-Asrar Based on
Fairclough’s Theory)
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Abstract

Discourse is a force that emerges from the triadic relationship among rationality, ideology, and power, and is employed for
political strategies. Norman Fairclough grounds his theory in a critical approach and maintains that discourse, alongside
other methods, is used to examine social and cultural changes. From his perspective, the application of discourse constitutes
a form of resistance to colonialism and domination, and research in this field primarily contributes to raising awareness of
socio-exploitative relations. In the present study, the explanatory level of the discourses in Makhzan al-Asrar is analyzed in
order to determine Nezami Ganjavi’s stance in interaction with domination, and to assess the extent to which he engages in
resistance to colonialism and domination and contributes to awareness of socio-exploitative relations. Accordingly,
following a brief introduction, a review of the literature, and the theoretical framework, it is concluded that Nezami, in the
discourses of Makhzan al-Asrar (with the exception of the fourth discourse), is primarily concerned with strengthening
ethical rationality and developing religious ideology, without critiquing the legitimacy of the ruling system or engaging in
criticism of domination.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The present study is situated at the
intersection of classical Persian literature and
contemporary critical discourse analysis,
aiming to reassess the ethical, ideological, and
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power-related dimensions of Nezami Ganjavi’s
Makhzan al-Asrar through the theoretical
framework proposed by Norman Fairclough.
Classical Persian poets historically functioned
not merely as aesthetic creators but as
authoritative social actors who shaped
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collective rationality, ethical norms, and
political consciousness. From early tribal
societies to more structured religious and
philosophical systems, poets played a decisive
role in  constructing  paradigms  of
development, morality, and governance.
Historical evidence suggests that poets often
enjoyed privileged social positions and, in
some cases, directly influenced political
decision-making, ethical regulation, and
cultural continuity (1, 2). Within this tradition,
Nezami Ganjavi occupies a distinctive position
as a poet who, while not overtly aligned with
political  authority, exercised profound
influence on moral reasoning and ideological
formation. Azerbaijani poets such as Nezami,
Khaghani, and Qatran contributed significantly
to the production of intellectual and ethical
paradigms without necessarily engaging in
direct political opposition or holding formal
power (3). This study departs from purely
literary or stylistic readings and instead
conceptualizes Makhzan al-Asrar as a
discursive field in which rationality, ideology,
and power interact, thereby allowing for a
systematic evaluation of Nezami’'s stance
toward domination, legitimacy, and social
awareness.

Methodologically, the research adopts
gualitative content analysis as its principal
approach, consistent with  established
traditions in interpretive and discourse-
oriented research. Content analysis is
understood here as a rigorous qualitative

method that derives knowledge primarily

through the systematic examination of verbal
data, close textual reading, and analytical
induction (4). The analytical framework is
grounded in Fairclough’s model of critical
discourse analysis, which conceptualizes
discourse across three interrelated levels:
description (textual features), interpretation
(processes of production and reception), and
explanation (discursive practice as part of
broader social and power relations).
Fairclough emphasizes that discourse
analysis should extend beyond sentence-level
linguistic structures to encompass
intertextuality, social context, and power
dynamics, particularly in relation to domination
and resistance (5). Central to this framework is
the assumption that texts are not autonomous
entities but are embedded within socio-cultural
contexts that shape their production and
interpretation. The present study focuses
specifically on the explanatory level of
discourse, where texts are examined as
components of social struggle and power
relations, in order to determine whether
Makhzan al-Asrar functions as a site of
resistance to domination or as a mechanism
for reinforcing ethical rationality within an
existing ideological order (6).

Makhzan al-Asrar is a didactic, ethical, and
partially mystical masnavi consisting of
approximately 2,260 couplets, composed in
the ramal meter and dedicated to Fakhr al-Din
Bahram Shah of Erzincan. Structurally, the
work can be divided into three major sections:

traditional introductory passages such as
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invocations and praises; mystical and
introspective reflections on the heart, solitude,
and spiritual discipline; and a series of twenty
articles accompanied by illustrative narratives
that convey ethical and religious teachings (7,
8). These articles constitute the primary
corpus of analysis in the present study. Each
article articulates a specific moral or
philosophical theme and is frequently followed
by a narrative that exemplifies or reinforces the
preceding argument. Nezami’s discursive
strategy relies heavily on persuasion, moral
exhortation, and ethical instruction, often
framed within a religious worldview that
prioritizes humility, justice, self-discipline, and
accountability before God. The study
systematically categorizes the articles
according to their dominant discursive roles
(persuasive, instructional, emotional) and
functions (coercive, legitimizing, corrective, or
critical), thereby enabling a nuanced
assessment of their ideological orientation.

The findings indicate that the dominant
discourse in Makhzan al-Asrar is ethical rather
than overtly political or oppositional. Out of the
twenty articles analyzed, fifteen primarily
function to reinforce moral rationality within a
religious ideological framework, employing
persuasive and instructional discourse with a
coercive yet non-violent function. These
articles emphasize personal virtue, self-
regulation, social responsibility, and spiritual
preparedness without directly challenging the
legitimacy of the ruling order. Three articles

can be classified as ethical-reformative,

wherein Nezami introduces mild critique aimed
at correcting moral deviations while still
preserving the overall legitimacy of
governance structures. Only one article, the
fourth, exhibits a distinctly critical discourse
that questions the performance and moral
responsibility of rulers, particularly with regard
to justice and the treatment of the weak,
thereby approaching what Fairclough would
identify as a discourse of social critique (5).
One article is largely personal in nature and
lacks a discernible social or political discursive
function. Throughout the text, Nezami’'s
narratives—such as the stories of unjust
rulers, humble laborers, ascetics, and
marginalized figures—serve as illustrative
devices that translate abstract ethical
principles into concrete social scenarios (9).

At the explanatory level of analysis, the study
demonstrates that Nezami’s engagement with
power and domination is indirect and largely
mediated through ethical instruction rather
than explicit resistance. While Fairclough
conceptualizes critical discourse analysis as a
tool for exposing and challenging socio-
exploitative relations, Nezami’s discourse
operates primarily within the boundaries of a
religious-moral ideology that seeks to
humanize power rather than dismantle it.
Justice, compassion toward the weak,
restraint in authority, and moral accountability
are recurrent themes, yet they are framed as
virtues that strengthen the moral legitimacy of
governance rather than as instruments for

radical critique. In this sense, Makhzan al-
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Asrar contributes to the reproduction of
ideological stability by cultivating ethical
rationality among both rulers and subjects.
The frequent use of paired persuasive—
instructional discourse roles and coercive
moral functions suggests a deliberate strategy
aimed at shaping conduct and belief through
internalized ethical norms, rather than through
confrontation or subversion (6). Nezami’s
discourse thus aligns more closely with moral
reformism than with critical resistance.

In conclusion, the analysis reveals that
Makhzan al-Asrar is best understood as an
ethical-discursive project that prioritizes moral
transformation over political opposition.
Nezami Ganjavi employs discourse to cultivate
ethical rationality within a religious ideological
framework, encouraging self-discipline,
justice, humility, and social responsibility while
largely refraining from questioning the
foundational legitimacy of power structures.
Although moments of critique emerge—most
notably in discussions of justice and the ruler—
subject relationship—the overarching function
of the text is to reinforce moral order and
ideological coherence rather than to generate
sustained  resistance to  domination.
Consequently, within Fairclough’s triadic
model, Nezami’s  discourse  operates
predominantly at a level that supports ethical
awareness and moral regulation, contributing
to social cohesion and the consolidation of
authority through internalized values rather

than through explicit contestation.
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