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Abstract

Contemporary Iranian literature, particularly from the Constitutional Revolution onward, has served as a comprehensive
reflection of the country’s political and social transformations. Among the prominent figures of this period, Ali-Akbar
Dehkhoda (1879-1956), through his diverse body of work—including the satirical articles of Charand-o Parand, poetry,
translations, and the most extensive dictionary of the Persian language—played an unparalleled role in critically representing
the conditions of his time and shaping modern political and social thought. As one of the pioneers of committed literature
and critical satire, Dehkhoda introduced the language of ordinary people into political literature through his Charand-o
Parand column in the newspaper Sur-e Esrafil. This study examines the representation of Iran’s political and social conditions
during the Constitutional period through the works of Allameh Ali-Akbar Dehkhoda. By analyzing selected examples from
Charand-o Parand, his poetry, and the preface to the Dehkhoda Dictionary, the study demonstrates that Dehkhoda’s works
were not merely reflections of existing conditions but also constituted a call for political and social action and for the
establishment of a modern Iran. Accordingly, Dehkhoda may be regarded not only as a literary figure but also as a social
reformer and a progressive intellectual in the contemporary history of Iran. The principal research question is: How, and
through which literary mechanisms, did Dehkhoda criticize the bitter realities of Iranian society, and what solutions did he
propose for overcoming them? The findings indicate that, through political satire, concision, dark humor, and recourse to
the language of the people, Dehkhoda both exposed the corruption of the ruling establishment and foreign interference and
traced the roots of national decline to ignorance, superstition, and the alienation of the masses. His thought was founded on
the rule of law, freedom, patriotism, the pursuit of knowledge, and the revival of national identity through the Persian
language. Employing a qualitative approach and a descriptive-analytical method, and drawing upon the texts of Dehkhoda’s
works, this study investigates the representation of political conditions—including Qajar despotism, colonialism, the
Constitutional Movement, and the parliament—and social conditions, such as ignorance, superstition, the status of women,
poverty, and inequality. It further demonstrates how Dehkhoda used satire to challenge social injustice and the intellectual
backwardness of society, thereby laying the groundwork for a fundamental transformation in contemporary Persian prose.
Keywords: contemporary literature, Constitutional Revolution, Ali-Akbar Dehkhoda, Charand-o Parand, political satire,
social criticism, despotism, Dehkhoda Dictionary, Persian prose
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Contemporary Iranian literature, particularly

from the Constitutional Revolution onward,
constitutes one of the most significant cultural
archives through which the political and social
transformations of modern Iran can be
examined. During this period, literature moved
beyond the traditional functions of courtly
praise, moral instruction, and aesthetic
expression and increasingly became a
medium  for social criticism, political
awakening, and the articulation of collective
demands. The Constitutional Revolution of
1906 created a new intellectual environment in
which  writers, journalists, and poets
participated directly in debates concerning
law, liberty, national sovereignty, education,
social justice, and resistance to domestic
despotism and foreign intervention. Within this
transformed literary landscape, Ali-Akbar
Dehkhoda emerged as one of the most
influential figures in the formation of modern
Persian prose and politically committed
literature. His significance cannot be limited to
his position as a poet, journalist, satirist,
translator, lexicographer, or political activist,
because his diverse works collectively
constitute an integrated intellectual project
centered on the reform of Iranian society.
Through Charand-o Parand, his poetry,
political journalism, translations, proverbs, and
the monumental Dehkhoda Dictionary, he
represented the structural crises of Iranian

society while also advancing an alternative

o 3y aile ol &S e Sl adllas ol
vision based on constitutional government,
freedom of expression, public education,
social awareness, cultural independence, and
the preservation of the Persian language.
Scholars of Constitutional literature have
emphasized that this period witnessed a
decisive shift from elitist and ornate prose
toward socially engaged, accessible, and
public-oriented writing (3, 7, 8). Dehkhoda
played a central role in this transformation by
introducing colloquial language, popular
idioms, proverbs, irony, parody, dialogue, and
narrative  characterization into  political
journalism. The principal objective of the
present study is therefore to investigate how
the political and social conditions of Iran during
the late Qajar and early Pahlavi periods were
reflected in Dehkhoda’s works and thought,
and how his literary strategies transformed
those historical realities into a coherent
discourse of criticism, awakening, and reform.
The historical context of Dehkhoda’s writings
was marked by political instability,
governmental corruption, foreign domination,
economic weakness, social inequality, mass
illiteracy, and the absence of effective legal
institutions. During the final decades of Qajar
rule, Iran was caught between traditional
structures of royal absolutism and the growing
demand for constitutionalism, parliamentary
representation, and modernization. Political
power remained concentrated in the monarchy

and court, while Russia and Britain exercised
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extensive influence over the country’s
economic resources, administrative decisions,
and foreign relations. The Constitutional
Revolution represented an attempt to replace
arbitrary authority with the rule of law,
parliamentary government, and institutional
accountability; however, these aspirations
were repeatedly undermined by royal
resistance, the bombardment of the parliament
in 1908, internal factionalism, foreign
occupation, economic crises, and the political
consequences of the First World War.
Historical accounts of the Iranian awakening
show that the demand for constitutional
government emerged not merely from political
rivalry but from a deeper intellectual
confrontation with despotism, backwardness,
and foreign dependency (9-11). Dehkhoda’s
writings must be interpreted within this
environment of frustrated reform and
incomplete modernization. His critique of
national decline was directed not only at rulers
and foreign powers but also at the cultural and
social conditions that permitted
authoritarianism to persist. He repeatedly
associated political domination with public
ignorance, superstition, passivity,
opportunism, and the absence of collective
responsibility. In this sense, his work
corresponds to a sociological understanding of
literature as a representation of historically
situated social structures, class relations,
ideological contradictions, and collective
consciousness (12). His writings also reflect

the central principle of committed literature,

according to which the writer participates in
history through language and assumes
responsibility for exposing injustice and
expanding human freedom (13). Accordingly,
Dehkhoda’s literature does not merely
describe the crises of Iranian society; it
interprets their causes, identifies their cultural
mechanisms, and seeks to transform the
consciousness of its readers.

This study employs a qualitative, descriptive-
analytical method based on library research,
documentary analysis, and close reading of
Dehkhoda’s major works. The primary sources
include different editions of Charand-o Parand,
the Divan, the introduction and selected
entries of the Dehkhoda Dictionary, Proverbs
and Aphorisms, autobiographical materials,
and relevant political and literary writings (5, 6,
14-16). Secondary sources concerning
Constitutional literature, Dehkhoda’s prose
style, his political discourse, and his
contribution to Persian cultural identity are also
used to contextualize the analysis (4, 17-19).
The analytical framework combines the
sociology of literature with the concept of
committed literature. From the perspective of
literary sociology, texts are examined as
products of social relations and ideological
struggles rather than as isolated aesthetic
objects. From the perspective of committed
literature, Dehkhoda’s writing is interpreted as
a deliberate intervention in public life. The
study asks three related questions: first, what
literary devices did Dehkhoda employ to

represent despotism, colonial interference,
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corruption, and social inequality? Second, how
did he connect political oppression with
ignorance, superstition, moral decline, and
cultural alienation? Third, what features of an
ideal political and social order can be
reconstructed from his scattered writings? The
central hypothesis is that Dehkhoda
developed a form of indigenous intellectualism
in which political criticism was embedded in
the language, humor, customs, and everyday
experiences of ordinary people. His
contribution therefore lay not only in what he
criticized but also in how he transformed
literary language into a democratic instrument
of public communication. By breaking with
highly formal and ornate prose, he made
political debate accessible to readers outside
elite circles and helped redefine the
relationship between literature, journalism,
and social reform.

The findings indicate that political satire was
Dehkhoda’s most powerful instrument for
exposing the mechanisms of despotism. In
Charand-o Parand, authoritarianism is not
represented solely through the figure of the
monarch; rather, it appears as a broader
system sustained by corrupt officials, flattering
courtiers, opportunistic representatives, local
tyrants, pseudo-religious authorities, and
Through

conversations, short narratives, allegories,

passive citizens. fictional
parody, exaggeration, and ironic reversals,
Dehkhoda transformed abstract political
concepts into recognizable scenes from daily

life. His use of popular characters, including

shopkeepers, villagers, beggars, clerks,

women, workers, and disillusioned
intellectuals, enabled him to portray political
power from the perspective of those subjected
to it. Studies of his satirical prose have shown
that his innovation lay in the fusion of colloquial
language with serious political critique, thereby
producing a discourse that was simultaneously
humorous, accessible, and ideologically
subversive (17, 18, 20). The satire is often dark
rather than entertaining, because laughter
emerges from the recognition of corruption,
injustice, and absurdity. Dehkhoda also
criticized the distortion of constitutional
institutions. Although he remained committed
to  constitutionalism, he  condemned
representatives who transformed parliament
into an arena for privilege, bribery, and
personal advancement. His criticism therefore
distinguished between the principle of
constitutional government and its corrupt
implementation. A similar pattern appears in
his treatment of foreign intervention. He
viewed Russian and British influence as a form
of political and economic domination made
possible by the weakness of the state and the
complicity of domestic elites. His nationalism
was consequently not based merely on
emotional patriotism but on the defense of
sovereignty, legal independence, historical
memory, and cultural continuity. His political
poetry, particularly ‘Remember the
Extinguished Candle,” transformed the

martyrdom of Constitutional activists into a
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collective symbol of resistance and national
remembrance (21-23).

The social dimension of Dehkhoda’s criticism
is equally significant. His writings repeatedly
identify ignorance, superstition, illiteracy,
religious  exploitation, poverty, gender
inequality, class privilege, bribery, hypocrisy,
and social indifference as interconnected
symptoms of national decline. He did not
regard political despotism as an isolated
structure imposed entirely from above;
instead, he demonstrated how
authoritarianism reproduced itself through
cultural habits of obedience, fear, flattery,
fatalism, and dependence. In his satirical
narratives, superstition often becomes a
mechanism  through  which  vulnerable
individuals are exploited by fortune-tellers,
fraudulent healers, and religious profiteers. His
criticism was not directed against religion itself
but against the manipulation of religious belief
for economic advantage and political
legitimation. Likewise, his treatment of women
reflected an unusually progressive concern
with education, social participation, and
intellectual development. By exposing the
contradiction between denying women access
to education and then accusing them of
intellectual  weakness, he challenged
patriarchal assumptions embedded in social
life. His representation of poverty also relied
on sharp contrasts between the hunger of
peasants and urban poor and the luxury of
courtiers, aristocrats, and officials. These

contrasts reveal that for Dehkhoda, justice

could not be reduced to constitutional slogans
or written laws; it had to be measured by the
material conditions of ordinary people. His
lexical and cultural scholarship extended this
social mission. The Dehkhoda Dictionary was
not simply a linguistic reference work but a
vast repository of historical, literary, social, and
political memory. By collecting words,
expressions, proverbs, guotations,
biographies, geographical information, and
historical evidence, Dehkhoda sought to
preserve the intellectual continuity of Iranian
civilization (6, 19). His language project
therefore complemented his political project:
the preservation of Persian functioned as the
preservation of national identity, while the
clarification of language supported the
clarification of historical consciousness. His
intellectual foundations may consequently be
summarized as commitment to constitutional
legality, cultural nationalism, scientific
education, freedom of the press, social justice,
and the cultivation of critical reason.

In conclusion, the integrated examination of
Dehkhoda’s  journalism, satire, poetry,
lexicography, and political thought
demonstrates that his works form a coherent
project of cultural and social transformation.
He was not merely a literary innovator who
modernized Persian prose, nor only a political
journalist who criticized the failures of the
Qajar state and Constitutional institutions. He
was a committed intellectual who understood
language as a field of political action and

literature as an instrument of public education.
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His use of satire enabled him to reveal the
violence and absurdity of despotism without
relying on abstract political discourse, while his
use of colloquial Persian brought the
experiences of ordinary people into the center
of modern literature. His critique extended
from royal absolutism and foreign intervention
to superstition, poverty, corruption, gender
inequality, moral hypocrisy, and collective
passivity. At the same time, his thought was
constructive rather than merely negative. He
envisioned an Iran governed by law, supported
by an educated and politically conscious
population, protected by freedom of
expression, committed to social justice, and
united through a living Persian language and a
renewed sense of historical identity. The
enduring importance of Dehkhoda lies in this
combination of literary creativity, political
courage, cultural preservation, and social
responsibility. His works remain essential not
only for understanding the Constitutional
period but also for examining the broader
process through which Iranian society entered
modern political and cultural debates. Reading
Dehkhoda today is therefore not simply an
exercise in literary history; it is an encounter
with a continuing intellectual challenge
concerning the relationship among language,
power, freedom, national identity, and social

reform.
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