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Abstract

Based on the Discourse Theory Ahmad Shamlou should be taken as a political,
historical and literal phenomena. The theoretical basis of this article comes from a
synthesis of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe and Quentin Skinner's ideas. Based
on the Discourse Theory 'Subjects' are 'Political'. This article distinguishes between the
'Ontic’ and 'Ontological' level of the analysis and methodologically has seen Ahmad
Shamlou's writings at 'Macro Level. Drawn on the discourse theory I have tried to
analyze Ahamad Shamlou's life and ideas in its political and historical context. The
central idea and research strategy of this article, drawn on the Discourse Theory, is
that I have first taken one or two central concepts from Ahmad Shamlou's writings
and second I have suggested one central concepts that I believe it was the main
demand of Iranian society for almost a century which is the concept of freedom. Then
I have related these two methodologically. I have called Ahamd Shamlou the Poet of
Freedom. I believe without the concept of freedom and without reading of Iranian

political history understanding of Ahmad Shamlou is very difficult, if not impossible.
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This article then believes that Ahmad Shamlou has represented the contemporary
Iranian society's political demands and expectations. Analyzing and interpreting this
relation, the relation between text and context is the aim of this article.
This article believes that all social and literary subjects are political and also believes
that every 'text' should be seen within the 'context'.

Keywords: "Shamlou", "Discourse Theory", "Freedom", "Context"

General Overview and Research Method

This article analyzes the concept of freedom in the works of Ahmad Shamlou,
drawing on and inspired by Discourse Theory. Ahmad Shamlou (1925-2000) was a
prominent Iranian poet, writer, and translator who, according to many
commentators, was one of the greatest Iranian poets to emerge after Hafez in the
contemporary history of Iran (Mozaffar Savaji, 2016; Pournamdarian, 2002; Baghaei,
2007). In addition, Shamlou was, at least during a particular period of his life,
politically active and engaged in political struggles, and his literary activities were
strongly influenced by the prevailing political climate. For him, poetry and literature
constituted a form of representation of historical and social reality. As he stated,
“Poetry is essentially an event—an event whose conditions are created by time and
place, but whose form is shaped in language” (Shamlou, as cited in Hariri, 2006).

The significance of Shamlou in Iranian literature, as well as his political and cultural
influence among intellectuals and students, has made him and his works the subject of
numerous studies, including books, academic theses, and scholarly and popular
articles. As might be expected, most studies of Shamlou, whether in book or article
form, have primarily focused on literary aspects of his work. Alongside literary
research, considerable attention has also been devoted to Shamlou’s personal life and
his political and social views, resulting in a substantial body of published work in
these areas. Nevertheless, relatively few studies have approached Shamlou’s works and
life from a sociological perspective. Even studies that have attempted to conduct a
“content analysis” of Shamlou’s poetry and thought have not always remained faithful
to their stated research methodology and have tended instead toward predominantly
impressionistic interpretations of his poetry.

This article seeks to examine Ahmad Shamlou structurally within the historical and
political contexts in which he lived and worked. It should be emphasized at the outset
that this study does not adopt a causal (cause-and-effect) approach to Shamlou and
his works, or to cultural phenomena more generally. It is precisely for this reason that
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Discourse Theory and discourse-oriented analysis are considered more appropriate
methodological approaches for examining Shamlou’s works, ideas, and the historical
contexts in which he operated. This means that Shamlou is not regarded merely as a
product of a particular historical period, as might be the case in some classical Marxist
approaches. Nor is he treated as an exclusively psychological individual detached from
his historical context. Rather, in this study, Shamlou is understood as an active agent
and representative of a particular historical period.

Overall, this study is organized around the fundamental principles of Discourse
Theory as developed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. Discourse Theory has
become an influential and widely used theoretical framework in academic research
and has been applied in methodology, linguistics, political philosophy, sociological
and political analyses of everyday life (ontic analysis), behavioral studies, semantics,
and literary investigations of human phenomena, among other fields.

The purpose of this theoretical introduction is not to provide an extensive elaboration
of this methodology and theory. Rather, it is intended to outline its general principles
and to keep these principles consistently in view throughout the body and structure of
the article. The central concern is to approach Ahmad Shamlou simultaneously as a
sociological and literary subject. In doing so, the study continually situates him within
the historical, political, and social context of Iran and seeks to explain him as a
cultural phenomenon that produced texts. The central question is the relationship
between context and text, with particular attention to the contemporary political and
social history of Iran and the concept of freedom. Through this relationship, the study
seeks to understand both Shamlou and contemporary Iranian political history. The
aim is to demonstrate that Shamlou and his cultural production cannot be understood
solely in terms of personal sensibility, individual emotions, chance, or coincidence.
This article places particular emphasis on freedom as a key concept for understanding
and analyzing contemporary Iranian history. It focuses on the representation of this
concept in the literary works of the period, particularly in Shamlou’s works. The study
draws theoretically on the concept of representation as articulated by Stuart Hall
(1932-2014). According to Hall, the construction of concepts in our minds and in
texts takes place through representation. Concepts and texts acquire meaning through
social relations. In other words, concepts do not emerge solely from psychological
motivations; rather, the production of concepts and discourses is a historical process.
Understanding this process requires examining the collective conditions under which

concepts are constructed—conditions that are continuously created and reproduced



through historical and discursive processes while simultaneously being influenced by
material reality.

Max Weber, the German sociologist, interprets the historical development of
capitalism on the basis of values and concepts associated with Protestantism, as
developed in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Weber emphasizes that
concepts constitute a source for historical, sociological, and philosophical analysis and
that, without concepts, scientific observation and understanding are essentially
impossible (Giddens, 2003, p. 39). Concepts are also presented as the spirit of history
and a source of historical movement. Through concepts, it becomes possible to
understand a nation and its people, their culture and collective spirit, as well as the
trajectory of their historical development. For precisely this reason, identifying the
central concept or concepts underlying Shamlou’s works, as well as those underlying
contemporary Iranian history, is of fundamental importance to this article.

Introducing Discourse Theory and Its Relation to Shamlou’s Thought
Drawing on Discourse Theory as a whole, this article treats Shamlou as a political
phenomenon and subject. Discourse Theory provides the idea that phenomena,
including apparently purely psychological phenomena, are political. “Ideas become
social phenomena before and above all else” (Aghdasi, Vahid, & Khaniki, Hadi, 2019).
From this perspective, Shamlou constitutes a political subject. As Aida stated in a
documentary on Shamlou, “Even his most romantic poems are his most social
poems.”

Political and social phenomena, and human phenomena more generally, are complex
and unique. Their uniqueness means that understanding human phenomena, whether
at the individual level or at the level of political and social structures, requires
interpreting them in relation to their historical and internal conditions. Merely
adopting and applying a theory is insufficient and is theoretically problematic.
Shamlou did not live, write, compose poetry, or deliver speeches according to a theory
developed in another society by a thinker who had never encountered Shamlou; nor
did that theorist develop the theory specifically on the basis of Shamlou’s poetry,
speech, or personality. Theory functions merely as a logical intermediary, and a logical
intermediary should remain within the limits of that function. In this article, the
general principles of Laclau and Mouffe’s ideas are employed as theoretical sources of
inspiration. The study seeks, through theoretical discourse analysis of contemporary
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political history, to reconsider and analyze Shamlou’s personality and concepts such
as freedom, which appears to constitute the core of his thought.

This issue leads to another methodological question: broadly speaking, there are two
ways of applying a theory in sociology. Such application may take place at the
structural and macro level or at the micro level. At the micro level, a theory is divided
into numerous details and concepts, and all of its components are applied
systematically to the subject under investigation. This is not the analytical approach
adopted in the present article, for the reasons discussed above. Instead, the study
requires the fundamental principles and core concepts of a theory in order to
investigate and examine a fluid phenomenon such as Shamlou.

Applying the highly technical details of Discourse Theory as developed in relation to
Derrida, Gramsci, Saussure, Althusser, Laclau, and Mouffe would not necessarily
provide a productive means of analyzing the complex and distinctive historical and
social context of contemporary Iran. Instead, this article focuses on the general
principles of Discourse Theory. These principles have proved useful in analyzing
Shamlou, and it is hoped that this purpose is adequately reflected throughout the
article.

As stated above, the essence of Discourse Theory is that social and historical
phenomena are political. What exists within society is political, and this constitutes
the ontological assumption of Discourse Theory. From an epistemological
perspective, relations of knowledge are also political, meaning that phenomena cannot
be adequately understood without grasping the political nature of their relationships.
Thus, when Discourse Theory maintains that objects and subjects are political, this
claim refers simultaneously to both the ontological and epistemological dimensions of
the theory.

From precisely this methodological perspective, Shamlou’s lyrical and love poetry
should be interpreted in relation to their social meanings and in the context of his
inner struggle for freedom from external constraints. Political analysis is particularly
useful and illuminating at this point. Since freedom has constituted a collective
political aspiration among Iranians during the past century, Shamlou can be regarded
as one of the most significant representatives of this historically constituted collective
aspiration. Naturally, “patterns and ways of life among Iranians have been changing
over recent decades” (Rezaei-Bahrabad et al., 2019), and therefore the conceptual
representatives of different historical periods will vary. Nevertheless, it is remarkable
that Shamlou maintained this representative position in Iranian literature and

intellectual life for approximately half a century.



The Discourse of Freedom in Shamlou’s Poetry and Thought: The
Construction of a New Discourse

Discourse Theory provides a linguistic logic for examining the internal structure and
meaning of a discourse. It should be emphasized that discourse does not constitute a
system for discovering an external, objective truth. Rather, discourses construct and
represent the truth claims they advance, while evaluating, explaining, or contesting
the systems of meaning produced by other discourses. Once an idea takes the form of
a discourse and becomes a system of meaning—whether in philosophy, literary forms
such as poetry, fiction, and criticism, or in ideology—it acquires a position within
society and history.

More enduring discourses are those that establish stronger connections with the
historical and social structures of a society and with its political, ethical, spiritual,
cultural, and economic elements. Shamlou’s thought followed such a trajectory.
Emerging within a political environment, and particularly within the relatively open
space of literary publications, it participated alongside other intellectuals in
promoting committed literature against supposedly non-committed and politically
neutral literature. In doing so, it brought literature into a field of political struggle
with the regime and contributed to the development of public awareness. In relation
to the discourse of freedom as a political element, Shamlou’s literary production thus
established a significant connection with the broader social body. A deeper
understanding of this process requires a closer examination of contemporary Iranian

history in order to clarify the contexts in which Shamlou worked.

Conclusion

The central subject of this article is Ahmad Shamlou and his poetry and literature.
The article seeks to theoretically analyze the relationship between literature, with
Shamlou as its central figure, and political history. More specifically, Shamlou and his
literary production are examined within their historical context. Discourse Theory is
employed as the principal theoretical framework for this analysis.

From this perspective, Shamlou’s literature is approached and examined as a
discourse. It should be emphasized that the Discourse Theory used here as a
theoretical framework differs from discourse analysis understood as a purely linguistic
research method. Accordingly, the study is not exclusively literary; it also constitutes a

sociological and philosophical inquiry.
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The central concept identified in Shamlou’s literary discourse is freedom. This
concept gives meaning to and organizes the other concepts within Shamlou’s
discourse. Without the concept of freedom, other concepts in his literary work would
become semantically contradictory and fragmented, thereby disrupting the meaning
intended by the poet.

In this study, Shamlou is understood as a social, political, and literary phenomenon.
The article proposes that, from a methodological perspective, treating Shamlou and
his literary works as a discourse provides a more appropriate way of understanding
and analyzing his works, ideas, and influence on contemporary literature. Discourse
brings the poetic concepts of a writer into philosophical and ontological relations with
one another, organizing them theoretically around a nodal point and thereby
representing the poet as a historical and social phenomenon.
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