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Contemporary Iranian literature, particularly during the turbulent Constitutional era
and the years that followed, has consistently served as a comprehensive reflection of
political and social transformations. Among the prominent figures of this period,
Malek al-Sho‘ara Mohammad-Taqi Bahar (1886-1951), one of the most distinguished
poets, writers, journalists, and political activists of his time, played an unparalleled role
in articulating national concerns and promoting resistance to despotism, freedom-
seeking ideals, and demands for justice. Employing a descriptive-analytical approach
and drawing on the theoretical framework of “reflection” in the sociology of literature,
this study examines how Iran’s political and social conditions were represented in
Bahar’s thought and works. The principal research question is as follows: How and
through what literary mechanisms did Bahar portray the issues of his time in his poetry
and prose, and to what extent did he contribute to raising public awareness and shaping
reformist movements? The findings indicate that, through diverse poetic forms, an
elevated yet lucid language, and a synthesis of tradition and modernism, Bahar
reflected major political events—including the despotism of Mohammad Ali Shah, the
conquest of Tehran, the First World War, and the Anglo-Persian Agreement of 1919—
as well as social issues such as poverty, widespread ignorance, the status of women,
class inequalities, and the crisis of national identity. He was not merely a court poet
but rather a “national poet” and the awakened conscience of his age, placing literature
in the service of Iran’s freedom and progress. Drawing on authoritative primary
sources, this article presents a comprehensive account of the close relationship between
literature and society in Bahar’s works.

Keywords: contemporary literature, Malek al-Sho ‘ara Bahar, political conditions,
social conditions, Constitutional poetry, reflection.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This study examines the political and social conditions of modern Iran as reflected in the works
and thought of Malek al-Sho‘ara Mohammad-Taqi Bahar, one of the most influential poets, journalists,
historians, parliamentarians, and public intellectuals of the Constitutional and early Pahlavi periods. Bahar
lived through a succession of decisive events, including the Constitutional Revolution of 1906, the period
of the Minor Tyranny, the bombardment of the National Consultative Assembly, the conquest of Tehran,
World War |, the Anglo-Persian Agreement of 1919, the rise of Reza Khan, the establishment of the
Pahlavi monarchy in 1925, political repression under Reza Shah, and the Allied occupation of Iran during
World War 1l. These developments profoundly shaped his intellectual orientation and transformed his
literary production into a sustained commentary on the historical destiny of Iran. The study is grounded
in the sociology of literature and, more specifically, in reflection theory, according to which literary works
may be read as mediated representations of social structures, political conflicts, collective values, and
historical crises rather than as merely autonomous aesthetic objects (Goldmann, 1997; Scott, 2009). In this
framework, Bahar’s poetry and prose are treated as historically situated forms of cultural production
through which the tensions between despotism and constitutionalism, dependence and independence,
tradition and modernity, poverty and privilege, and national cohesion and social fragmentation become
visible. The central objective is to explain how Bahar transformed historical experience into literary
expression and how his writings participated in public enlightenment, political criticism, and the formation
of modern national consciousness. The study therefore asks how the major political and social crises of
Bahar’s age were represented in his poetry and prose, which literary and rhetorical strategies he employed,
and how his political activities interacted with his literary identity. Earlier scholarship has frequently
discussed Bahar either as a poet, a stylist, a historian, or a political figure, but the present analysis adopts
an interdisciplinary approach that considers the totality of his literary, journalistic, historical, and political
activities as interconnected dimensions of a single intellectual project (Mohit Tabatabaei, 1991; Noushin,
1957; Safa'i, 1984).

The research employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library research and qualitative
content analysis. The primary corpus consists of Bahar’s collected poems, political and literary articles,
the newspapers Nowbahar and Tazeh-Bahar, his historical writings, and particularly A Brief History of
Political Parties in Iran, together with relevant historiographical and literary-critical studies. Bahar’s texts
are examined not simply for explicit references to political events but also for recurring concepts, symbolic
structures, narrative patterns, metaphors, ideological oppositions, and representations of collective
identity. This methodological orientation is consistent with the view that the literary text does not
mechanically reproduce social reality; rather, it refracts that reality through the author’s consciousness,
political commitments, stylistic preferences, and historical position (Goldmann, 1997). Bahar’s literary
career developed at a moment when Persian literature was moving beyond the conventional dominance of
courtly praise, private lyricism, and formal imitation toward public engagement, political protest,
journalism, and social criticism. The Constitutional movement provided a new vocabulary centered on
law, nation, parliament, citizenship, freedom, justice, and homeland, and Bahar became one of the most
accomplished poets to integrate this vocabulary into classical Persian forms (Rastgar Fasaei, 2002; Shafi'i
Kadkani, 2004). His importance lies in the fact that he did not abandon the formal and linguistic inheritance
of classical poetry; instead, he refunctionalized it. The gasida, traditionally associated with praise and
courtly patronage, became in his work a vehicle for anti-despotism, patriotic exhortation, historical



reflection, and political satire. His mastery of classical poetics allowed him to address modern political
realities in an elevated but intelligible language, while his journalistic prose enabled him to intervene more
directly in public debate. The analysis accordingly considers poetry and prose as complementary modes:
poetry mobilizes emotion, symbolism, memory, and collective imagination, whereas prose provides
argument, documentation, historical explanation, and political diagnosis (Bahar, 1990, 2001).

The findings demonstrate that Bahar’s political thought was organized around three principal
commitments: nationalism and the preservation of Iran’s territorial and cultural integrity,
constitutionalism and the rule of law, and social reform based on education, justice, and collective
responsibility. His nationalism was not reducible to romantic praise of the past; rather, it combined
historical memory with an urgent concern for the vulnerability of Iran in the face of domestic despotism
and foreign intervention. In his patriotic poems, Iran appears as a living body, a suffering motherland, and
an inherited civilization whose survival depends on political awakening and moral renewal (Nazari, 2017;
Panahi, 2005). The Constitutional Revolution was central to this outlook because Bahar regarded
parliament, legality, and public participation as safeguards against arbitrary rule. His early political poetry
celebrated the victory of constitutionalist forces and represented the conquest of Tehran as the triumph of
the nation over tyranny. At the same time, his later works reveal profound disappointment with the failure
of constitutional ideals to produce stable institutions, social justice, and lasting political freedom. This
historical disappointment did not lead him to reject constitutionalism; instead, it sharpened his critique of
political opportunism, elite betrayal, factional conflict, and the reemergence of autocracy (Ajoudani, 2003;
Kasravi, 1999). Bahar’s response to Reza Khan illustrates this complexity. He initially viewed the
emergence of a strong central authority as a possible remedy for disorder and fragmentation, but he
opposed the authoritarian consolidation of power when it threatened constitutional rights and
parliamentary independence. His resistance to compulsory republicanism and his later criticism of Reza
Shah’s dictatorship reveal that his political loyalty was directed not toward personalities but toward law,
national sovereignty, and institutional government (Bahar, 1992; Katouzian, 2006). Consequently, Bahar’s
writings preserve both the hope generated by constitutional modernity and the bitterness produced by its
repeated defeat.

A second major finding concerns Bahar’s sustained opposition to imperial intervention and
political dependency. His works reflect the historical experience of a country caught between rival powers,
particularly Britain and Russia, while suffering from weak central institutions, economic vulnerability,
war, famine, and occupation. The Anglo-Persian Agreement of 1919 became one of the most important
symbols of this threat. Bahar interpreted the agreement not as a program of administrative reform but as
an attempt to transform Iran into a British protectorate by placing financial and military institutions under
foreign supervision. His resistance was expressed through parliamentary speeches, newspaper articles,
satire, invective, and political poetry, all of which contributed to the wider mobilization of public opinion
against the agreement (Bahar, 1992; Nowbahar, 1919). His criticism was grounded in both constitutional
and economic reasoning: the agreement had been negotiated without legitimate parliamentary approval,
while its provisions threatened to subordinate taxation, customs, military organization, and infrastructural
development to British interests (Abrahamian, 2008; Madani, 1982). Bahar’s anti-imperialism was therefore
not a purely emotional patriotism but a historically informed analysis of the mechanisms through which
political and economic dependency could be institutionalized. His journalism made complex political
arrangements intelligible to broader audiences, whereas his poetry condensed them into memorable



images of betrayal, bondage, wolves disguised as advisers, and rulers who had forfeited public trust. His
treatment of World War 1, famine, and foreign occupation similarly emphasizes the connection between
external aggression and internal weakness. In his view, imperial intervention became effective because of
governmental incompetence, corruption, elite collaboration, and the absence of strong national institutions
(Abrahamian, 2010; Avery, 1994). Thus, his works repeatedly connect national independence with
constitutional order, public education, administrative competence, and political accountability.

The social dimension of Bahar’s thought is equally significant. His poetry and prose address
poverty, famine, illiteracy, class inequality, the marginalization of women, cultural dependency, and the
crisis of national identity. He rejected fatalistic explanations of poverty and social decline, attributing them
instead to unjust structures, administrative failure, ignorance, and the concentration of privilege. His
depiction of the suffering poor transforms poetry into a language of social testimony, while his insistence
on education reflects his conviction that political freedom could not be sustained without an informed
citizenry. Bahar also defended the social and intellectual development of women and treated their
education and participation as essential to national progress. Although his views remained shaped by the
intellectual context of his time, they departed from conventional attitudes that confined women to passive
and domestic roles. His broader theory of modernization was similarly balanced: he opposed both
uncritical imitation of the West and rigid resistance to change. He supported scientific, institutional, and
educational modernization, but argued that it should be integrated with the preservation of Persian
language, historical memory, and Iranian cultural identity (Bahar, 1937; Shafi'i Kadkani, 2005). This position
explains the importance of his scholarly work on stylistics, which may be read not merely as literary
history but also as an attempt to reconstruct cultural continuity during a period of rapid transformation.
His literary techniques reinforced these political and social concerns. He employed classical forms with
modern content, epic diction, mythological allusion, political satire, personification, symbolic landscapes,
and a flexible movement between elevated language and accessible expression. In “Damavandiyyah,” the
mountain becomes a personified image of a powerful but restrained nation, summoned to erupt against
injustice. In “The Owl of War,” the owl becomes a symbol of destruction, famine, and the deathly
consequences of militarism. These poems illustrate two contrasting emotional structures in Bahar’s
political imagination: one is organized around anger, resistance, and the expectation of uprising, while the
other is shaped by mourning, devastation, and the moral catastrophe of war. In both cases, symbolic
language allows historical reality to acquire mythic and collective significance (Bahar, 2005; Natel Khanlari,
1994).

In conclusion, the study shows that Bahar’s works constitute one of the most comprehensive
literary records of Iran’s political and social transformation from the Constitutional Revolution to the end
of the Reza Shah period. His significance derives from the unity he created between literary mastery,
historical consciousness, political participation, and social responsibility. He did not treat literature as an
escape from reality, nor did he reduce it to political propaganda. Instead, he preserved aesthetic complexity
while making poetry and prose responsive to the central crises of his age. Through classical forms,
historical and mythological symbols, political satire, journalistic argument, and documentary narration,
he represented the struggle between freedom and despotism, national independence and foreign
domination, social justice and inequality, and cultural continuity and uncritical imitation. His poetry
transformed the homeland into a moral and emotional category, his journalism helped shape public
opinion, and his historical writings preserved the internal dynamics of parties, institutions, and political



conflicts. The enduring importance of Bahar lies in his conception of the writer as both artist and citizen.
His works demonstrate that literature can preserve collective memory, expose political corruption, resist
authoritarianism, articulate national aspirations, and convert suffering into a language of public awareness.
For this reason, reading Bahar remains essential not only for understanding the literary history of modern
Iran but also for examining the deeper origins of its continuing debates over constitutionalism,
sovereignty, modernization, justice, identity, and the social responsibility of intellectuals.
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