Literature Research Quarterly
Vol. 11, No. 4,
Winter 2024
pp. 93-125
Original Article

Image and Reform:

The First Modernist Iranians Facing the Thought and Literature
of Europe

Mokhtar Issaiyan”

Assistant Professor, French Language Dep., Allameh Tabataba'i University

Received date: 12/12/2023 Accepted date: 11/03/2024

Abstract

This article seeks to analyze the work of Iranian modernist authors among others
Akhondzadeh via an imagological approach, and to study how and in what style
these authors consider in their texts the cultural, sociological and historical
distinctions existing between Iranian and European societies. It turns out that
Akhondzadeh and his followers, to reveal their inclination towards Western culture,
put literature to the benefit of social criticism and in this regard, they explore new
literary genres which stay in line so conveniently with their objectives that
criticism, despite the stylistic and literary novelties of their work, only focuses on
their discourse. In this article, drawing on studies of comparative literature and
drawing inspiration from imagology, we aim to analyze the style and structure in
Maktoubat by Akhondzdaeh and Sayahi guiad (A traveler narrative). We are of the
opinion that the analysis of the image and its aspects will allow us not only to detect
the social criticism that the authors try to insinuate to their reader, but also to
discover the interests and literary values due to which they can attract the attention
of the Iranian reader despite the criticisms that critics could make of their speech.
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1. Literature review

The study of cultural representations is not new in Persian literature. There are some
articles on this subject, especially and particularly, on the images of Iranian society
in the travel stories of European travelers. Yet, our research distinguishes itself from
previous research in terms of the perspective. Despite the studies already carried
out that present and study Iranian society as the culture looked at by foreigners, this
study aims to investigate the way in which the early Iranian modernists represented
their society under the effect and influence that they received from Europe. In this
regard, Laetitia Lanquette publishes “Imagology as a Reading of Persian and
French Prose” where she tries to present and explain imagology by recalling the
theories of certain specialists in this field. “Imagology in Comparative Literature:
Knowing the Self from the Other’s Perspective” also provides a clear overview of
the studies of imagology as a branch of comparative literature. Ghanoonparvar, the
author of In a Persian Mirror: Images of the West and Westerners in Iranian
Fiction, addresses the question of cultural representation among certain modern
Iranian authors and discusses certain effects of Western culture in their works.
Apart from the mentioned research which focuses on imagology, we should not
ignore the works which approach this subject from the angle of social criticism and
literary history. Among these researches, one can refer to “Criticism in the Opinions
of Akhondzadeh and Malkom Khan” and “Comparative Study of the Opinions of
Voltaire and Akhondzadeh and the analysis of the Means of Transmission of
Voltaire‘s Thought in Iran by Akhondzadeh” as well as The Avant-gardes of
Literary Criticism in Iran .

2. Research Objectives and Questions

In this article, we seek to investigate how the first Iranian modernists used
linguistic, literary and aesthetic factors in their work to assert their critical discourse
on lranian society. Accordingly, two texts by Fath Ali Akhondzade titled
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Maktoubat and “ Qritika ” (Criticism) as well as Sayahi guiad (A traveler narrative)
attributed to Malkom Khan were focused. In other words, it is a question of
knowing how the authors take advantage of literary and poetic values, in this case
in the texts mentioned, to make their work a mirror, a cultural representation where
they compare the image of their country and that of the European countries.

3. Main discussion

Imagology, based on the study of literary images, provides us with the means to
study the cultural representations which appear in works whose author seeks to give
a cultural and social image of a society, often foreign. The analysis of cultural
images will allow us to discover not only the thoughts and mentality of the writers,
but also their relationship with the foreign world. Akhondzadeh 's work, particularly
the chosen texts, are imbued with cultural representations where he makes a social
critique of his country by comparing it to European countries. Indeed, seeking to
make a social and cultural critique of his country, Akhondzadeh established a
comparison of the historical, political, cultural and religious aspects between Iran
and the Western world, in this case France. In this social criticism, what connects
Akhondzadeh to French thinkers is not only his philosophy and his social and
religious vision but also the way in which he takes advantage of literature and
literary genres to give an appropriate image of his society.

One of the techniques, borrowed from French literature, which Akhondzadeh and
his followers implement in their work, is the invention of foreign travelers who,
knowing foreign culture, criticize Iranian society according to their culture and their
perspective of life. What is important in this process is the way in which the author uses
these passionate witnesses of Europe to attract his reader’s attention to the other. Thus,
Akhondzadeh raises in his readers the historical and social reasons for accepting
otherness. To achieve this goal, Akhondzadeh explores the literary novel, a completely
new genre at the time in Iran, which stays in line perfectly with its objectives of
enhancing the intellectual probity and social functions of literature. In fact, Maktubat
and Sayahi guiad are the first literary texts of their kind in modern Iran which best
fulfill these functions and occupy an inescapable place in Persian criticism in
establishing a cultural interference between Iranian and Western thoughts.
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We also analyzed how literary criticism is combined with imaginary criticism in
Akhondzadeh 's works. Here, it is a question of the simultaneous use of cultural
representation and imaginary representation in a literary text. Indeed, in the texts
studied, we examine how Iranian authors try to influence the images they give of
their society and of Europe by weaving their narrative of imaginary descriptions
mixed with logical explanations and interpretation, and argumentation of the facts.
Indeed, what we discover in Sayahi guiad, like an imaginary travel story, and in
Maktubat, like a novel of letters, is only a cultural and social crisis which crosses
the entire Iranian society and which could only be remedied, according to the
authors, by a profound reform according to the European model of social reform.

4. Conclusion

The opening of Iran at the beginning of the 19th to European countries increased
the relationships and mutual contributions between these societies and became the
starting point for certain exchanges and even conflicts, such as cultural, literary and
social ties between the two societies. This opening puts Iranians in a situation of
cultural transition, the first sparks of which appear in Persian literature. In our
article, we studied as an example, Maktubat and Sayahi guiad, according to
imagology and we have noted the unprecedented literary and poetic qualities and
values in the text of Iranian authors who, through cultural representations, evoked
the need for social and cultural changes in the West. Thanks to the theories of
imagology, we were able to demonstrate how these modernist authors were able to
evoke to their readers the conflict of identity and otherness by taking particular
advantage of certain literary, poetic and linguistic elements such as the lexicon,
narration, characters, enunciation and new literary genres. We can conclude that the
fruit of the exchanges and confrontations of Iranian and Western thoughts is
reflected not only in cultural representations where social criticism and literary
imagination come together, but also in the creation of new literary genres which
enhance the social functions of literature in the country's reforms.
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