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Abstract

1. Introduction

The literary traditions of classical China and Iran each experienced a “golden age” in which
poetry became both a mirror and a maker of civilization. In China, this took place during the
Tang dynasty (618-907 CE), when the art of poetry achieved unprecedented refinement, and in
Iran during the Ghaznavid era (867-1187 CE / 344-583 AH), when Persian court poetry
flourished as a prestigious cultural institution. Both periods witnessed the close patronage of
poets by royal courts, yet they produced radically different kinds of verse. The present study
investigates this paradox through a comparative analysis of Du Fu (712-770 CE), the great
realist poet of Tang China, and Farrokhi Sistani (ca. 1000-1038 CE), one of the most eminent
panegyrists of the Ghaznavid court.

Although both poets wrote within aristocratic frameworks, their works reflect divergent
functions of poetry: for Du Fu, it was a medium of ethical reflection and social protest, while
for Farrokhi it was a vehicle of praise, power, and imperial legitimacy. The contrast between
these two literary models illustrates how the same artistic form serves opposing ideological
ends depending on cultural expectations, political structure, and individual experience.

The central problem guiding this study is to determine how themes of war, politics, and
individual destiny were shaped by the different socio-cultural environments of Tang China and
Ghaznavid Iran. While Du Fu transformed his personal suffering and historical witness into a
moral voice for the nation, Farrokhi employed poetry to glorify the sovereign and perpetuate
dynastic authority. Examining these two poets comparatively reveals not only aesthetic
distinctions but also two contrasting conceptions of what poetry ought to accomplish in society.

The significance of this comparison lies in its ability to highlight how poetry mediates
between the individual and the state. Chinese literary culture, grounded in Confucian moral
philosophy, expected poets to serve as the conscience of the polity, whereas Persian court
culture regarded poets as custodians of royal imagery and instruments of dynastic
representation. By juxtaposing these functions, the article exposes the differing ethical and
institutional meanings of poetic creation. Furthermore, since direct comparative studies
between Iranian and Chinese classical literature remain rare, this research contributes to
expanding the field of cross-cultural and comparative literary studies between Iran and China.

2. Methodology

The study adopts a comparative textual analysis grounded in the American School of
Comparative Literature, which emphasizes the parallel examination of literary phenomena
across distinct cultural systems without presupposing direct influence. This methodological
choice allows attention to both structural similarities and contextual divergences between two
autonomous literary traditions.

The research proceeds in three analytical dimensions:

- Textual Dimension — A close reading of selected poems by Du Fu and Farrokhi focusing
on the explicit thematic fields of war, politics, and individual destiny. The poems were chosen
based on their representativeness within each poet’s corpus and their critical reception in
modern scholarship.

- Contextual Dimension — Each poem is interpreted within its historical and socio-political
background: the Lushan Rebellion and bureaucratic crises of Tang China versus the militarized
monarchic order of the Ghaznavid court.

- Cultural-Functional Dimension — The study integrates concepts from literary sociology and
cultural semiotics to explain how cultural institutions—such as the Chinese examination system
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(keju) or the Persian patronage system—conditioned the poet’s relation to power and
determined the moral expectations of poetry.

Sources include authoritative Persian and Chinese primary texts, historical works, and
secondary research in comparative poetics. Analytical procedures involve thematic
classification, stylistic analysis, and intertextual comparison, emphasizing semantic contrasts
and narrative stance rather than mere lexical parallelism.

The methodology recognizes that meaning in poetry is co-produced by text, context, and
reception. Therefore, the article also draws upon the reception-aesthetics framework: Du Fu’s
poems are traditionally received as “moral history,” while Farrokhi’s are interpreted as
ceremonial speech. These culturally specific horizons of expectation guide the comparative
reading.

3. Discussion
3.1 War: Between Tragedy and Triumph
War functions as a revealing lens through which the poets’ ethical positions emerge.

Du Fu, living through the An Lushan Rebellion (755-763 CE), witnessed famine,
displacement, and administrative collapse. His poems, such as “The Song of the War Carts”
and “Spring View,” depict the human cost of conflict: mothers weeping at the city gate,
conscripts vanishing into dust, blossoms weeping over a ruined capital. War for Du Fu is
not a heroic spectacle but a moral catastrophe, exposing the failure of governance and the
suffering of the innocent. His tone oscillates between compassion and outrage, merging
private grief with collective tragedy. The poet’s language is spare, imagistic, and
empathetic, embodying the Confucian principle of concern for the people.

By contrast, Farrokhi Sistani, as an official laureate of Sultan Mahmud of Ghazna,
portrays war as the highest expression of divine justice and royal might. In his panegyrics,
the battlefield is a stage of glory, not anguish: swords glitter like celestial light, and
enemies fall as proof of cosmic order. Verses such as “To Rome and China reaches the
thunder of your name” epitomize his rhetoric of imperial universality. The language of
victory replaces lamentation; war becomes a ritual of legitimacy that confirms the ruler’s
right to reign. The poet’s task is to transform political conquest into aesthetic immortality.

Hence, while Du Fu writes “from the margins of power” to humanize its victims,
Farrokhi writes “within power” to celebrate its grandeur. This contrast reveals two cultural
functions of poetry—ethical witness versus ceremonial affirmation—each coherent within
its own tradition.

3.2 Politics: Critique and Celebration
Both poets engage with politics, but from opposite epistemological stances.

Du Fu’s political poems articulate a moral realism that confronts corruption, injustice,
and the decay of public virtue. Without direct invective, he uses allegory and historical
analogy to indict rulers and officials. In “The Beautiful Ladies’ Song”, the court’s
indulgence mirrors political degeneracy; in “Two Reminiscences of the Past”, the ruins of
Luoyang symbolize imperial decline. His subtle ironies turn aesthetic form into political
discourse. Du Fu’s commitment to truth places him in tension with authority yet secures
his later reputation as the “Poet-Sage” of China.

Farrokhi’s political stance, by contrast, is that of courtly affirmation. Poetry for him is
an instrument of governance: to praise the ruler is to uphold cosmic order. His odes idealize
the sultan as both warrior and divine vicegerent— “The world’s sovereign, the eye of glory
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and pride”. Through elevated diction, balanced syntax, and rhythmic repetition, he converts
political hierarchy into poetic harmony. This language excludes dissent; its perfection
mirrors the perfection of the king. The poet’s authority derives from proximity to power,
not from independence of conscience.

Consequently, whereas Du Fu transforms poetry into a tool of moral protest, Farrokhi
uses it as a medium of ceremonial statecraft. The divergence arises from differing
institutional relationships: the Confucian scholar-official system, which endowed writers
with moral agency, versus the Persian patronage economy, which bound poets to royal
favor.

3.3 Individual Destiny: The “I” of Suffering and the “I” of Service
The theme of individual destiny encapsulates each poet’s existential position.

For Du Fu, personal fate intertwines with the fate of the nation. His poems record
poverty, illness, exile, and unfulfilled ambition—conditions that become metaphors for the
moral disintegration of the age. In “Three Verses at Qiang Village, the reunion with his
family after the war is tinged with disbelief and gratitude: survival itself seems accidental.
His late works written in Chengdu, such as “The Thatched Cottage Broken by Autumn
Wind,” articulate a universal longing for shelter and compassion— “Oh, that | could build
ten thousand mansions to house the poor of the world!” Here, the private “I” dissolves into
the collective “we”; selfhood becomes empathy.

Farrokhi’s “I”’, however, is a performative self embedded in ceremonial language. The
first-person voice appears mainly in relation to the patron: “I am your humble servant; I
live by your grace.” The poet’s identity is defined through loyalty, not introspection. His
occasional love lyrics reveal fleeting emotion— “Without you, my life is bitter”—but even
these remain polished and decorous, governed by courtly restraint. The inner self is
subordinated to social function. Whereas Du Fu’s lyricism exposes vulnerability and doubt,
Farrokhi’s asserts stability and confidence. The contrast between the confessional voice
and the official voice demonstrates how poetic subjectivity is culturally produced.

3.4 Explaining the Differences: Cultural, Institutional, and Personal Factors
Three interacting factors explain the observed divergence:

- Cultural Tradition:

In China, the moralization of poetry since the “Book of Songs” established verse as a
vehicle of ethical sentiment and social responsibility. The Tang poet was expected to be a
moral historian. Du Fu embodies this lineage by turning private emotion into collective
conscience.

In Iran, however, the classical Persian qasida evolved within the courtly-feudal order,
where poetry served diplomacy, ritual, and royal propaganda. As scholars such as Nader
Vazinpour (1995) and Ahmadi Darani (2017) note, the Persian panegyrist functioned as
both chronicler and myth-maker of power. Farrokhi’s diction of splendor reflects this
institutional aesthetic.

- Relation to Power:

Du Fu remained largely excluded from office. His failure in the state examinations and
dismissal after limited service left him morally free but materially destitute. His distance
from authority allowed him to critique it from an ethical standpoint.

Farrokhi, conversely, was integrated into the Ghaznavid apparatus. He traveled with
royal campaigns, received lavish rewards, and wrote by commission. His dependency
transformed poetic creation into political performance.
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- Personal Experience:

Du Fu’s biography of exile, hunger, and illness imbued his verse with existential depth;
his empathy was born of lived suffering. Farrokhi’s comfortable and prosperous life at
court encouraged a poetics of celebration rather than lamentation. Each poet wrote what
he knew: Du Fu chronicled ruin, Farrokhi constructed magnificence.

From a sociological perspective (Bourdieu’s field theory), Du Fu’s symbolic capital
derived from moral autonomy, while Farrokhi’s from institutional proximity. Their
differing “positions in the literary field” generated distinct aesthetics: realism versus
idealism, protest versus praise.

4. Conclusion

This comparative inquiry demonstrates that Du Fu and Farrokhi Sistani, though both products
of their civilizations’ literary zeniths, represent two antithetical paradigms of the poet’s social
role. Through a systematic comparison of their treatment of war, politics, and individual
destiny, the study arrives at several interrelated conclusions:

- Different Conceptions of Poetry’s Function:

Du Fu’s poetry fulfills the Confucian mission of moral instruction and historical testimony.
His verse operates as an ethical conscience addressing the state’s failures. Farrokhi’s poetry,
conversely, functions within the Persian tradition of courtly panegyric, where art legitimizes
power and reinforces hierarchical order.

- Contrasting Relationships to Power:

The Chinese poet, marginal to authority, converts exclusion into critical vision; the Persian
poet, integrated within authority, converts proximity into glorification. These positions
determine their stylistic registers—Du Fu’s realism and simplicity versus Farrokhi’s
ornamentation and hyperbole.

- Cultural Mediation of the Self:

In Tang China, the poetic “I” is a moral self seeking harmony between Heaven, the ruler,
and the people. In Ghaznavid Iran, the “I” is ceremonial, defined by service to the ruler. The
divergent subjectivities reflect opposing epistemologies of individuality in the two cultures.

- Interplay of Structure and Experience:

Structural factors (institutions, traditions) and personal experiences (war, exile, comfort,
patronage) interact dynamically. Neither poet can be understood apart from the system that
produced him; yet both transcend it by crystallizing universal human concerns—justice,
suffering, aspiration.

Ultimately, this study argues that poetry is not merely a linguistic art but a form of cultural
action. In Du Fu, poetic language becomes a moral protest against historical tragedy; in
Farrokhi, it becomes the language of celebration that sustains imperial ideology. The
comparison, therefore, exposes how the same medium—poetry—can embody two distinct
civilizational logics: one ethical and humanistic, the other ceremonial and hierarchical.

For comparative literature, these findings reaffirm that cross-cultural understanding requires
attention not only to textual parallels but also to institutional, ideological, and experiential
frameworks. Even within their respective “golden ages,” poets were not universal types but
culturally situated actors whose voices reflect the moral architecture of their societies.

The study thus provides a new interpretive model for analyzing the interaction between
poetic function and cultural structure. It invites further interdisciplinary exploration into how
Eastern literatures—Persian, Arabic, Chinese—negotiated the relationship between art, ethics,
and authority. By revealing the dialogic space between Du Fu’s compassion and Farrokhi’s
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praise, it demonstrates that comparative literature can illuminate the diverse ways in which
human beings, through poetry, seek to reconcile the self, the state, and the sacred order.
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