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Abstract

The present study aims to examine the discursive signifiers of freedom-seeking and anti-despotism in the poetry of
Mohammad-Taqi Bahar (Malek al-Sho‘ara Bahar), with particular emphasis on the theory of Iranian despotism. In modern
Persian literature, whose point of departure is generally associated with the Constitutional-era literary movement, Bahar
stands as one of the most influential and epoch-making poets. In an innovative manner, he addressed the emerging social
and political concerns of Iranian society—including opposition to despotism, the pursuit of freedom, patriotism, and
commitment to the rule of law—through traditional poetic forms such as the qasida, ghazal, tarkib-band, tarji‘-band,
musammat, and mustazad. Using a descriptive-analytical approach, this study examines Mohammad Ali Homayoun
Katouzian’s theory of Iranian despotism, comprising fourteen components, in Bahar’s Divan. These components are
analyzed for the first time through documentary analysis, lending originality and innovation to the study. The findings
indicate that Bahar was a freedom-seeking, peace-oriented, patriotic, and anti-despotism intellectual who rejected despotic
and authoritarian rulers and opposed foreign intervention in Iran’s domestic affairs. All these orientations are reflected in
both the poetry and prose of his works. Given the high frequency of anti-despotic concepts and signifiers such as freedom,
independence, homeland, peace, parliament, nation, and democracy, a close relationship is evident between Bahar’s poetry
and his intellectual worldview. Having devoted part of his life to political activity and another substantial part to literary
pursuits, his political and literary identities became deeply intertwined. Consequently, his commitment to freedom and
opposition to despotism resonate throughout his verses and prose expressions.

Keywords: anti-despotism, Constitutional-era poetry, Mohammad-Tagi Bahar, Iranian despotism, Mohammad Ali
Homayoun Katouzian
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study examines the discursive

signifiers of anti-despotism and freedom-
seeking in the poetry of Mohammad-Taqi
Bahar, widely known as Malek al-Sho'ara
Bahar, and compares these signifiers with
Mohammad Ali Homayoun Katouzian’s
fourteen-component model of Iranian
despotism. The conceptual point of departure
is that certain political and intellectual terms
undergo semantic transformation over time
and acquire meanings different from those

they possessed in earlier historical contexts.
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Concepts such as freedom, despotism, and
specifically Iranian despotism exemplify such
semantic transformations. In premodern
Persian political and literary discourse,
despotism did not necessarily denote a
structural relationship between state and
society, and could at times function as an
ethical or personal attribute referring to
firmness, self-reliance, or independent
decision-making. In modern discourse, by

contrast, it came increasingly to signify an

institutionalized form of arbitrary rule, the
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absence of legal restraints on political power,
and the unequal relationship between the
governing authority and the governed. This
transformation was accelerated during the
Constitutional Revolution, when  the
vocabulary of freedom, law, equality, nation,
parliament, and political participation entered
Iranian intellectual and literary discourse with
unprecedented intensity. Modern Iranian
political thought consequently reframed
despotism not merely as a vice of rulers but as
a broader historical and sociopolitical condition
whose persistence demanded theoretical
explanation (2, 22). The Constitutional period
therefore represents a major discursive
rupture in which inherited categories were
redefined in relation to modern political
concepts, while poets and intellectuals
became crucial agents of this transformation.
Bahar occupies a particularly important
position within this process because his poetry
combines traditional literary forms with modern
social and political concerns. His poetry
reflects a sustained engagement with
freedom, law, national sovereignty, patriotism,
parliamentarianism, resistance to foreign
intervention, and opposition to arbitrary power,
while at the same time preserving a close
relationship with the formal traditions of
classical Persian poetry (10, 19). Accordingly,
the present study situates Bahar’s literary
production within the wider discursive
transition from traditional conceptions of

authority toward modern debates concerning

democracy, constitutional government, legal
order, civic rights, and anti-despotism.

The theoretical framework of the study is
primarily based on Katouzian’s interpretation
of Iranian despotism and the historical
distinction he draws between the social
structure of Iran and the feudal societies of
Europe. According to this perspective, the
Iranian political order historically differed from
European feudalism because durable
hereditary landed aristocracies were weak or
absent, social classes lacked autonomous
rights vis-a-vis the state, and the state stood
above rather than merely at the head of the
social hierarchy. Political power was therefore
highly centralized, the ruler’s authority was not
effectively restrained by stable social
institutions, and the state frequently
possessed power without continuous
institutional legitimacy. Within this framework,
law in the modern institutional sense was
either weak or absent, while commands,
decrees, customary rules, and administrative
regulations could remain abundant. The
consequence was a pre-legal or weakly
legalized political order in which political rights
were insecure and in which sudden changes in
political status, class position, office, property,
and influence remained possible (4, 23).
Katouzian further emphasizes instability and
discontinuity as defining features of Iranian
historical development: the fall of one despotic
regime did not necessarily lead to
institutionalized constitutional government, but

could instead produce disorder, insecurity, and

NY.N
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renewed demand for centralized authority. The
concept of Iranian despotism has also been
discussed and criticized from other
perspectives, including approaches that
emphasize the role of state centralization, the
weakness of organized civil society, the
absence of stable class autonomy, and the
historical reproduction of authoritarian political
relations (3, 24). In the present study, these
theoretical propositions are treated not as
abstract sociological claims detached from
literature, but as interpretive categories that
can be traced in Bahar’s poetic representation
of political power. The fourteen components of
Iranian despotism thus provide a framework
for examining how literary discourse registers
social inequality, arbitrary authority, political
insecurity, the absence of binding law, class
dependence wupon the state, and the
recurrence of disorder. At the same time, the
study employs the conceptual opposition
between despotism and freedom as a
productive analytical pair, because the
meaning of one becomes clearer when placed
in relation to the other. Freedom in this context
is not limited to metaphysical free will or ethical
self-mastery, but primarily refers to civil and
political freedom, legal restraint on
governmental power, public participation,
freedom from arbitrary rule, and the capacity
of citizens to act within a lawful social order (1,
13).

Methodologically, the research adopts a
descriptive-analytical and documentary

approach. The corpus consists of Bahar's

poetic works, including gasidas, musammats,
mukhammases, tarkib-bands, tarjr’-bands,
and other poetic forms contained in his Divan,
together with selected prose writings when
necessary for contextual interpretation. The
analytical procedure involved identifying
passages associated with freedom-seeking,
anti-despotism, law, parliament, national
sovereignty, political participation, foreign
intervention,  social injustice, arbitrary
government, and the major components of
Katouzian’s theory, and then comparing these
literary materials with the sociopolitical
features formulated in the theoretical
framework. Bahar is particularly suitable for
such an analysis because his life and literary
career were closely linked with major political
transformations of late Qajar and early Pahlavi
Iran, and because he participated directly in
intellectual and political debates concerning
constitutionalism, party politics, national
independence, and the relationship between
state and society (17, 20). His poetry therefore
possesses both aesthetic and documentary
value. Although Bahar remained deeply
attached to classical poetic forms and
especially to the stylistic resources of the
Khorasani tradition, he transformed these
inherited forms into vehicles for modern
political and social meanings. This capacity to
preserve formal continuity while introducing
discursive innovation constitutes one of the
most important features of his literary position.
Scholars of modern Persian poetry have

emphasized that Bahar’s significance lies
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partly in his ability to reconcile literary tradition
with the intellectual and political demands of
the Constitutional and post-Constitutional
periods (8, 19). Unlike poets whose
revolutionary role depended primarily on
radical formal innovation, Bahar frequently
worked within conventional structures while
revising their thematic function. In his poems,
the traditional gasida could become a medium
for criticism of monarchy, defense of national
independence, praise of political freedom, or
denunciation of corruption. The study
therefore treats literary form and political
discourse as closely related but distinct levels
of analysis: the continuity of poetic form does
not imply ideological continuity, and the use of
traditional forms may in fact intensify the force
of modern political signifiers by placing them
within an established cultural language familiar
to Persian readers.

The findings show that Bahar’s poetry contains
a dense network of discursive signifiers
associated with freedom and resistance to
despotism, including freedom, independence,
homeland, peace, parliament, nation, law,
democracy, justice, and resistance to foreign
domination. These terms are not isolated
lexical choices but form a coherent political
and ethical discourse. Bahar repeatedly
depicts despotism as a destructive force that
undermines law, impoverishes society,
weakens national independence, enables
foreign interference, and separates the
government from the people. His poetry and

political writings reveal a persistent suspicion

of rulers whose authority is unconstrained by
law or public accountability, while his praise of
constitutionalism reflects a belief that
legitimate government requires institutional
restraint, legal order, and recognition of the
political ~ community. This  orientation
corresponds closely to several of Katouzian’s
components, especially the proposition that
the ruler’'s power was not effectively limited by
stable social rules and that the abundance of
governmental commands did not amount to
the existence of binding law (22, 23). Bahar’s
criticism of the Qajar political order, his
opposition to Mohammad Ali Shah’s
authoritarian policies, and his repeated
concern with parliament and constitutional
government demonstrate the centrality of this
legal-political dimension in his work. His poetry
also reflects the social consequences of
arbitrary rule, including poverty, inequality,
insecurity, exploitation, and the vulnerability of
ordinary people. His sympathy for workers,
peasants, and impoverished groups places his
anti-despotism within a broader discourse of
social justice, even when his poetry does not
adopt a systematic economic ideology. At the
same time, patriotism constitutes another
major axis of Bahar's discourse. His
attachment to Iran is not merely nostalgic or
cultural, but directly connected to
independence, sovereignty, and resistance to
foreign domination. In this respect, the signifier
of homeland becomes inseparable from
freedom: a country subject to domestic

arbitrary rule and foreign intervention cannot



1FeF Jbo (o 0l (Pauw 098 ¢ owild Oledl § b ) dusmis™ 4 i3

fully possess political independence. Bahar's
patriotic poetry therefore combines memory of
Iran’s historical grandeur with criticism of
contemporary political weakness (11, 15). This
interaction between historical memory and
modern political consciousness gives his
poetry a distinctive dual structure: the past
supplies symbolic resources of dignity and
collective identity, while the present generates
the demand for constitutionalism, freedom,
legal government, and national renewal.

A closer comparison between the poems and
Katouzian’s fourteen components indicates
that some components receive substantially
stronger literary representation than others.
The seventh component, according to which
the power of the ruler was not limited by
effective social constraints, has particularly
strong resonance in Bahar's poetry. His
criticism of absolute political authority, his
rejection of rulers who behave as though the
state were their personal possession, and his
repeated warnings concerning the
consequences of unrestrained power directly
correspond to this dimension of Iranian
despotism. The eighth component, concerning
the absence of law despite the existence of
numerous commands and regulations, is
likewise highly visible. The Constitutional
Revolution’s emphasis on law provided Bahar
with a central vocabulary through which
arbitrary government could be criticized. In his
discourse, law is not merely an administrative
instrument but a condition of justice, political

legitimacy, public security, and freedom. The

thirteenth component, concerning
discontinuity and instability in despotic society,
is also strongly represented. Bahar lived
through a period characterized by political
crisis, regime instability, foreign intervention,
party  conflict, insecurity, and rapid

transformations  in  political  authority;
consequently, his poetry frequently reflects
anxiety about social fragmentation and
national decline. These observations support
the view that the discourse of Iranian
despotism emerged partly from the modern
reinterpretation  of  repeated historical
experiences of instability, arbitrary rule, and
failed institutionalization (2, 5). Other
components, such as the weakness of
hereditary landed aristocracy, the dependence
of social classes on the state, and limitations
on capitalist industrial development, appear
less directly in Bahar's poetic language but
remain relevant to the broader sociological
context of his writings. The analysis also
suggests that Bahar's understanding of
despotism cannot be reduced to a purely
structural explanation based on geography,
water scarcity, or economic organization. His
works point toward a more complex cultural
and political interpretation in which rulers,
court elites, dependent intellectual or religious
figures, and politically passive or manipulated
masses may all participate in the reproduction
of authoritarian conditions. This broader
understanding is consistent with critiques of
monolithic explanations of Iranian despotism

and with approaches that stress the interaction



VP Jbo (o 0l (Pauw 098 ¢ owild Oledl § b)) dusmis™ 4 i3

among political institutions, cultural habits,
social relations, and historical memory (3, 21).
Bahar’'s poetry thus functions as a literary
archive of the transition from a traditional
moral vocabulary of rule to a modern
discourse of political rights, national
sovereignty, public law, and accountable
government.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the
discursive structure of Bahar's poetry is
profoundly shaped by the opposition between
despotism and freedom and that this
opposition constitutes one of the most
persistent organizing principles of his political
and literary worldview. His poetry reflects the
mentality of an intellectual-poet who
experienced politics not as an external subject
but as part of his lived historical reality, and this
experience allowed political signifiers to enter
even highly traditional poetic forms with
considerable force. Among the fourteen
components of Iranian despotism, the lack of
effective restraint on royal power, the
weakness or absence of binding law, and the
broader pattern of political and social
discontinuity receive the strongest reflection in
his  works, whereas other structural
components remain more implicit. Bahar’s
opposition to despotism is inseparable from
his defense of freedom, constitutionalism,
national independence, social justice, peace,
patriotism, and the rule of law. His literary
achievement lies not simply in introducing
political vocabulary into poetry, but in

transforming that vocabulary into a coherent

discourse capable of expressing the
aspirations and crises of a society passing
from a traditional political order toward modern
constitutional consciousness. The findings
further indicate that Iranian despotism should
not be explained exclusively through a single
geographical, economic, or historical factor.
Bahar's poetry points instead toward a
multidimensional process in which political
centralization, absence of legal restraint,
social dependency, cultural patterns, elite
behavior, public passivity, foreign intervention,
and recurring insecurity reinforce one another.
From this perspective, his Divan may be read
not only as a major literary achievement of
modern Persian poetry but also as a valuable
sociopolitical document recording the
conceptual transformation of freedom and
despotism in modern Iran. Bahar’s persistent
attention to law and freedom reveals his
conviction that the transition from arbitrary rule
to a modern political order requires more than
the removal of a ruler; it requires the
institutionalization of law, recognition of civic
rights, political participation, freedom of
expression, and the development of a public
culture capable of preventing the reproduction

of despotism in new forms.
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