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Critical Discourse Analysis of Houshang Ebtehaj’s Social Poems Based on Fairclough’s Theory
(A Case Study of the Poem “Freedom”)
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1. Department of Persian Language and Literature, CT.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran
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Abstract
Discourse analysis is a method used for analyzing various types of texts. Critical discourse analysis is a new

approach in textual analysis that includes different perspectives and has been addressed by scholars such as
Fairclough, Van Dijk, Laclau, and others. Attention to and emphasis on the manifestation of cultural structures
and the reflection of social and cultural inequalities in language are the most important characteristics and
common features of different approaches to critical discourse analysis. Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse
analysis approach is the most comprehensive approach within critical discourse analysis, through which various
texts and discourses are examined at three levels: description, interpretation, and explanation. Houshang Ebtehaj
is one of the committed poets of contemporary Iran who, through a political and social approach, expresses
existing issues in society as well as his freedom-seeking and resistance-oriented ideals against the authoritarian
Pahlavi government. This study attempts to examine Houshang Ebtehaj’s social poems, with an emphasis on the
poem “Freedom,” based on the components of Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis.

Keywords: Literary criticism, critical discourse analysis, Norman Fairclough, contemporary Iranian poetry,
Houshang Ebtehaj, “Freedom” poem.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study examines the critical

discourse of Houshang Ebtehaj’s social poetry
based on Norman Fairclough’s model, with a
case study of the poem “Freedom.” Language
and literature are among the most important
cultural and social elements of every nation,
and in different historical periods they have
played a major role in shaping, stabilizing, and
transforming social structures and collective
modes of thought. In Iranian contemporary
literature, poetry has had a particularly
powerful relationship with society because
poets have often acted not merely as literary
artists but also as mediators of political
memory, social suffering, collective aspiration,
and ideological resistance. The significance of
contemporary poetry is therefore not limited to
poetic form, rhetorical technique, or aesthetic
innovation; rather, its importance also lies in
the discourse it produces, the social realities it
represents, and the political consciousness it
circulates among readers. This is especially
evident in the poetry of committed poets who
used poetic language to reflect the crises of
their historical

moment, including

authoritarianism, political repression,
disappointment after national defeats, and the
desire for freedom. In this framework,
discourse is understood as an interdisciplinary

concept that generally refers to structures of

R Sl ) gdess)l 5 el oslinl Al Cus
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language beyond the sentence and to the
social functions that language performs in
specific contexts (1). Critical discourse
analysis, as a qualitative approach in
linguistics and the social sciences, studies the
ways in which linguistic structures participate
in the production of meaning, ideology, power,
and social relations, particularly in influential
social institutions and contexts (2).
Accordingly, the study of Ebtehaj’'s poem
“Freedom” through critical discourse analysis
makes it possible to identify how poetic
language becomes a site for representing
social pain, political resistance, and the
ideological opposition between domination
and liberation.
The theoretical foundation of the study is
Norman Fairclough’s critical discourse
analysis, which is one of the most
comprehensive approaches to the linguistic
and social analysis of texts. Critical discourse
analysis is rooted in modern philosophical and
social theories and is concerned with the
relationship between language, ideology,
power, and society. In this view, language is
not a neutral medium of expression but a form
of social practice through which power
relations and ideological structures are
produced, reproduced, contested, and
transformed. Ideology shapes discourse,

discourse shapes society, and society is
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constituted through dimensions such as
knowledge, social relations, and social identity
(4). The common point among different
approaches to critical discourse analysis is
that textual analysis must move beyond
linguistic description in order to explain how
social and cultural structures and inequalities
are created in language and reflected through
language (5). Fairclough’s model is particularly
suitable for this study because it explains the
dialectical relationship between
microstructures of discourse, such as
vocabulary, grammar, cohesion, and textual
organization, and macrostructures of society,
such as ideology, domination, political order,
and social struggle (3). His model analyzes
discourse at three interconnected levels:
description, which focuses on the formal and
linguistic features of the text; interpretation,
which examines the relationship between the
text and the processes of production and
reception; and explanation, which connects
discourse to wider social, historical, and
ideological structures (3). This three-level
model provides an appropriate framework for
analyzing Ebtehaj’'s “Freedom” because the
poem is not only a literary text but also a
socially situated discourse shaped by
historical oppression and political longing.

The descriptive level of the analysis shows
that the vocabulary, grammar, repetition,
imagery, and textual structures of “Freedom”
are closely connected with the ideological and
emotional atmosphere of political struggle.
The poem is built around a limited but highly

charged set of words, including “freedom,”

LT LT} LT

“blood,” “wound,” “pain,” “sorrow,” “banner,”
“flag,” and “chain.” These words have
experiential value because they arise from the
poet’s direct perception of historical suffering
and political repression. The repeated use of
“freedom” and “blood” is especially significant
because it establishes an ideological equation
between liberation and sacrifice: freedom is
imagined as valuable, but its arrival requires
the blood of those who struggle for it. The
speaker uses the collective pronoun “we” to
represent himself and his companions as a
wounded collective body: “we are wounded
from head to toe,” “we are bloody from head to
toe,” and “we are pain from head to toe.” This
grammatical collectivity transforms individual
suffering into social suffering and links the
poet’'s personal voice to the voice of an
oppressed community. At the same time, the
poem is structured as a monologue addressed
to “Freedom,” which is personified as an
absent beloved, a returning guest, and
ultimately a figure whose arrival is uncertain
and troubling. The repeated line “the day you
return” creates cohesion and emphasizes the
poem’s central desire: the return of freedom.
The dominant use of future-tense verbs such
as “I will raise,” “I will pour,” “I will lift,” and I
will hang” indicates expectation, hope, and
readiness for sacrifice, while the absence of
negative verbs suggests that even within
despair, the poet preserves an affirmative
orientation toward liberation. The rhetorical
questions at the end of the poem, especially
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“Are you coming with chains?”, shift the poem
from hopeful expectation to anxious doubt and
expose the possibility that even freedom itself
may arrive wounded, constrained, or
compromised.

At the interpretive level, the poem must be
read in relation to the social and political
background of contemporary Iran, especially
the atmosphere that followed the 1953 coup
and the defeat of the national movement.
Contemporary Iranian poetry before the
Islamic Revolution was deeply influenced by
major historical events, including the rise of
Reza Khan after the 1921 coup and the 1953
coup against the nationalization movement.
These events shaped the consciousness of
poets and intellectuals and pushed many of
them toward political and social critique.
Ebtehaj, like many poets of his time, began
with lyric and romantic poetry but gradually
turned toward social and critical poetry as he
became more deeply aware of collective
suffering, repression, and injustice. His own
reflections on poetic transformation show his
movement away from private love and toward
a poetry of public pain, struggle, and human
resistance (7). The 1953 coup transformed
Iranian contemporary literature by producing
frustration, repression, and political
disillusionment among poets and intellectuals;
many poets who had some degree of
attachment to progressive political movements
repeatedly referred to the coup and became
voices against the suffocating atmosphere of
the ruling system (8). In this context, the

“blood” and “chains” of Ebtehaj’s poem are not
merely symbolic ornaments but signs that
evoke imprisonment, torture, political sacrifice,
and the suffering of those who fought against
authoritarian power. The poem’s addressee,
“‘Freedom,” is therefore both an abstract ideal
and a historically absent reality. The poet’s
trembling before freedom'’s return shows the
depth of his anxiety: freedom may come only
after immense sacrifice, and even then it may
not arrive in pure or complete form.

At the explanatory level, “Freedom” can be
understood as part of a broader social process
in which committed poetry resists dominant
power relations and challenges the ideological
legitimacy of authoritarian discourse. In this
sense, Ebtehaj’'s poem does not merely
describe suffering; it participates in a struggle
over meaning, memory, and political
possibility. The poet’s language rejects the
normality of repression and transforms pain
into a collective discourse of resistance. This
corresponds to the idea of committed
literature, according to which the authentic
artist does not create baseless hope but
reveals, as far as possible, the ugliness,
horror, madness, and social conditions
governing the environment, while still
remaining a poet (9). The concept of
commitment in literary discourse also refers to
the artist’s use of art in support of particular
beliefs, especially political and ideological
beliefs directed toward social reform (10).
Ebtehaj's poem is therefore committed
because it represents the social world of
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repression and simultaneously expresses the
desire to transform it. The 1953 coup
intensified despair among intellectuals and
produced a social atmosphere marked by
frustration, addiction, self-destruction, and the
collapse of earlier utopian aspirations (11). The
poem’s emotional texture—its  sorrow,
trembling, wounds, and repeated invocation of
freedom—reflects this historical condition.
However, it also resists total surrender to
despair by preserving the idea that freedom
remains imaginable, addressable, and
desirable. Through its discourse, the poem
opposes the dominant ideology of silence and
submission and instead constructs a counter-
discourse based on sacrifice, collective pain,
and the hope for liberation.

The findings of the study indicate that
Houshang Ebtehaj’s “Freedom” is a clear
example of socially committed contemporary
Iranian poetry in which linguistic form, poetic
imagery, and ideological meaning are closely
interwoven. At the descriptive level, the
poem’s repeated words, future-tense verbs,
collective pronouns, personification, rhetorical
questions, and imagery of blood and chains
create a coherent discourse of resistance and
longing. At the interpretive level, these textual
features gain meaning through the historical
context of political repression, social
disappointment, and the aftermath of national
defeat. At the explanatory level, the poem
functions as a critical response to authoritarian
power and as an effort to keep the desire for

freedom alive within a wounded collective

consciousness. The poem shows that freedom
is not represented as an easy or immediate
achievement but as a painful, costly, and
uncertain historical possibility. Ebtehaj’s
speaker is hopeful, but his hope is marked by
anxiety; he waits for freedom, but he fears that
freedom itself may arrive chained. This tension
gives the poem its central critical force. The
study concludes that Fairclough’s critical
discourse analysis provides an effective
framework for revealing the social, ideological,
and political dimensions of Ebtehaj's poetic
language. Through this framework, “Freedom”
can be read not only as a literary expression of
grief and expectation but also as a discourse

of critique, resistance, and historical

consciousness that reflects the struggles of a
society confronting repression and yearning

for liberation.
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