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ABSTRACT

In the Constitutional era, the expansion of cultural exchanges with European countries
on one hand, and political and social transformations within society on the other, led to
increased familiarity among Iranians with modern world literature. Consequently,
Persian literature, especially poetry, underwent fundamental changes in both content
and form. Although changes in themes and the introduction of new subjects such as
womanhood, freedom, equality, and justice occurred in poetry even before Nima, the
breaking of traditional poetic forms, the creation of new poetic currents, and the
invention of modern or Nimaic poetry are attributed to Nima Yushij. Nima prioritizes
universal human values and, through his symbolic language, centers dialogue in his
poems, especially in his long poems such as “The House of Seriwili,” “The Soldier’s
Family,” “Manli,” and “The Shepherd and the Staff.” Since Mikhail Bakhtin, the
Russian thinker and theorist, was the first to propose the theory of polyphony and
dialogism as opposed to monologism, this study aims to analyze and examine the
impact of Iran’s political and social changes on the definition of “self and other” in the
symbolic language of Nima’s poetry and paintings, relying on Bakhtin’s theory of
dialogism.

Research Objectives:

1. To investigate the impact of political and social changes on the definition of
“self and other” in the symbolic poems of Nima Yushij.

2. To examine the symbolic depiction in the paintings inspired by Nima Yushij’s
poetry.

Research Questions:

1. How do political and social changes affect the definition of “self and other” in
Nima Yushij’s poems?

2. How are Nima Yushij’s symbolic poems reflected in symbolic paintings?
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Introduction

The Constitutional Revolution marked a new chapter and a fresh development in
Persian art, poetry, and prose, now referred to as Constitutional literature. This literature
fundamentally differs in theme, content, form, and structure from what is known as
classical literature. Although Iranians’ acquaintance with modern civilization began
during the Qajar kings’ era, such as under Fath-Ali Shah through travels to Europe and
the sending of students abroad, it intensified with the reign of Naser al-Din Shah and
his enlightened and culturally inclined prime minister, Amir Kabir. This period laid the
groundwork for new developments such as printing, publishing, and the translation of
Western works. However, it was the Constitutional Revolution that profoundly
transformed the foundations of traditional literature. Influenced by European
modernism, literature first moved away from royal courts and entered the layers of the
people, becoming a means to express national sentiments and political-social criticism
of the status quo. Unlike previous eras dominated by courtly panegyric, poets and
writers of the Constitutional period became concerned with the sufferings and problems
of the people, reflecting these in their works and striving for freedom and
enlightenment. They also endeavored to achieve this with simplicity, avoiding
artificiality, complexity in language and meaning, and neglect of artistic literary devices
such as imagery, aiming to attract a broader audience across all social classes, a goal
they largely succeeded in.

Although transitioning from classical to modern literature was not easy for some poets
and writers attached to the old style, who resisted and preferred a literary return to the
past, they ultimately could not prevent the change and were compelled to adapt.

In other words, the major changes in the Constitutional period, often called “literature
of awakening,” occurred in language, content, and theme, laying the foundation for a
connection between society, literature, and politics. Despite a tendency toward
simplicity and thematic change, Constitutional poetry still preserved traditional forms.

With Nima Yushij’s emergence in the years following the Constitutional Revolution,
and given the prior groundwork of changing poetic themes and content, as well as his
familiarity with French language and Western modern literary achievements, the break
from traditional poetic forms was realized by Nima. He established a new poetic style
and form, later known as “Nimaic poetry” or “modern poetry,” which facilitated the
expression of the ideals of constitutionalists and freedom advocates through poetry,
placing modern Persian poetry at the service of awakening literature.

Although direct reflections of the political and social conditions of Nima’s time are
rarely found explicitly in his poems, and few poems are based on specific events or
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clear historical references, this does not mean Nima was indifferent or unresponsive to
the events around him. Rather, he was devoted to human virtues and universal
humanism. Nima’s view of humanity is not tied to time, place, or particular worldview;
in his conceptualization of self and other, these factors do not affect the human figure,
which he sees in a universal sense.

Just as Nima’s poetry centers on the universal human being, without regard to temporal
criteria, in the poetry of Ahmad Shamlou, the political human with specific orientations
and organization is the criterion distinguishing self from other. In Nima’s poetry, both
through the focus on humanism and the dialogic and innovative nature of some poems,
interaction and dialogue as a way of relating to the other become prominent.

Nima’s poetry not only distances itself from classical poetry but also differs from
Constitutional poetry. From this perspective, the social aspects of Nima’s poetry differ
from those of Constitutional social poetry. Constitutional social poetry is explicit,
emotional, and slogan-like, expressing daily needs and thus lacking artistic depth and
confined to specific times and places. In contrast, Nima, relying on an aesthetic
perspective rather than a clearly political-social approach, employs ambiguity and
“symbolism and mystery” to create poetry that transcends limited historical use.

The most important and fundamental element in Nima’s poetry is a critical and social
outlook based on universal human values. “Nima is an inherently hopeful poet,
committed to communication and a messenger of commitment, a poet devoted to human
happiness and with a prophetic mission, committed to the arrival of a day soon to come
when everyone will hear the ringing bell of salvation” (Hoghoughi, 2000: 28).

After the 1953 coup d’état and the ensuing confrontation between intellectuals and the
government, along with the atmosphere of repression and suffocation in society, poets
were drawn toward “political-social symbolism” in poetry, which is evident in many of
Nima’s poems.

Bakhtin’s logic of dialogue holds that speech is always dependent on the spatial,
temporal, and social conditions in which it occurs; communication outside this context
is neither possible nor comprehensible. Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin (1895-1975),
one of the most influential literary theorists of the twentieth century and a prominent
thinker in the humanities, emphasized the necessity of the “other” in social interaction.
According to him, meaning does not exist outside society. No utterance belongs solely
to the speaker; the “other” as the addressee plays a role in shaping meaning. The
presence of the other is so powerful that even in the most personal acts, such as self-
awareness or inner speech, we use the perspective of the “other” (Todorov, 1998: 66).
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The analytical framework of this study is Bakhtin’s theory of otherness, which is part
of his dialogic logic and organized around concepts such as polyphony, heteroglossia,
understanding the presence of the other, and difference instead of opposition and
conflict. This research seeks to explore the impact of political and social changes on the
definition of “self and other” in the symbolic and coded language of Nima’s poetry.

The methodology of this study is descriptive-analytical: after extracting evidence from
texts, it is examined and analyzed. Initially, general theoretical definitions were
gathered and reviewed from existing sources. Then, evidence consistent with the
theories was collected from the texts under study. Finally, the collected data were
analyzed. Content analysis was used to analyze the data. Thus, after stating the problem,
research objectives, questions, hypotheses, and defining concepts and the statistical
population, the data were organized, analyzed, and conclusions drawn.

Conclusion

Nima lived—and more precisely, his literary life began—in a period marked by the
Constitutional Revolution and increased familiarity with European advancements,
which ushered in a new era and profound transformation in Persian literature, especially
poetry, both in terms of theme and content as well as form and structure. Prior to this,
poets typically served the court, composing panegyrics for kings in hopes of receiving
gifts or livelihood, or engaged in religious praise poetry due to ideological and religious
affiliations. With the Constitutional Revolution and the influence of modern European
literature, poetry and literature underwent a metamorphosis in theme and content,
increasingly adopting political and social orientations. Poets used poetry, known as the
literature of awakening, as a means for raising awareness, advocating freedom, and
opposing despotism. New concepts such as equality, freedom, women’s rights, workers’
rights, and justice entered Persian poetry and literature.

These transformations were not limited to theme and content alone. Although even
before Nima, the Constitutional Revolution had brought about a shift toward simplicity
and avoidance of artificial and ornate language, it was Nima who, through breaking
traditional forms and departing from classical styles, initiated a fundamental and
historic change in Persian poetry by inventing Nimaic poetry.

Given the repression and despotism of his time, Nima chose to employ symbolic and
coded language in his poetry. While he was not as openly critical of political and social
issues as poets like Foroughi Yazdi, and his symbols and metaphors do not merely
express his political views, a close examination of his poems and their embedded
symbols reveals that he held opinions about societal events. The dialogues frequently
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present in his poetry occur among symbols representing various human traits, and the
binary oppositions between “self and other” manifest as conflicts between oppressor
and oppressed, master and servant, the powerful and the subordinate. In short, his poetry
is founded on universal human values and does not rely on ideological, religious, or
political divisions. For Nima, anything or anyone aligned with humanistic and ethical
values is considered “self,” while anything opposing or conflicting with these values is
“other,” and he stands against it. Symbolism in Nima’s poetry has led to his poems
inspiring the themes of paintings by some contemporary artists.
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