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Examining the Impact of Barthes’ Narrative Codes on the Reading of Qasidas by Nasir
Khusraw and Masud Sa’d Salman
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Abstract

Classical Persian literature, particularly the gasida form, represents one of the most significant mediums for expressing philosophical,
religious, and social thought, structured through complex networks of signs and semantic relationships. This study aims to examine the
impact of Roland Barthes’ narrative code theory on the interpretation of qasidas by Nasir Khusraw and Masud Sa’d Salman. The research
adopts a descriptive-analytical method grounded in structuralist narratology and semiotics. The theoretical framework is based on Barthes’
five narrative codes, including the hermeneutic, proairetic, semantic, symbolic, and cultural codes. The findings indicate that Nasir
Khusraw’s qasidas exhibit a narrative structure centered on epistemological progression from ignorance to knowledge, with hermeneutic
and semantic codes playing a crucial role in shaping philosophical meaning. In contrast, Masud Sa’d Salman’s qasidas demonstrate a
narrative structure rooted in lived experience, particularly imprisonment, where proairetic and symbolic codes play a central role in
representing suffering, isolation, and hope. Furthermore, cultural codes in both poets establish connections between poetic meaning and
broader social, religious, and historical contexts. The results demonstrate that applying Barthes’ narrative theory reveals hidden narrative
structures within classical Persian poetry and enables deeper interpretive engagement with the text. This approach highlights the narrative
nature of poetic discourse and shows that the gasidas of both poets function as structured narrative systems in which meaning emerges
through the interaction of multiple narrative codes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Persian classical poetry constitutes a highly

sophisticated semiotic and narrative system in
which meaning emerges not merely from
individual lexical units but from structured
relationships among signs, symbolic patterns,
and cultural references. Within this tradition,
the qasida represents one of the most
significant poetic forms for articulating
philosophical, religious, and social thought.
Unlike lyric forms primarily centered on
emotional expression, the qasida often

operates as a discursive and narrative
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structure in  which the poet develops
argumentation, reflection, and ideological
positioning through sequentially organized
semantic units. From a semiotic perspective,
literary texts can be understood as structured
systems of signs whose meaning arises
through relational organization rather than
isolated signification, a principle originally
articulated in structural linguistics and later
expanded in literary semiotics (1, 2). Narrative

theory similarly emphasizes that textual

meaning is structured through relationships
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between narrative units, temporal sequencing,
and semantic progression rather than simple
referential content (4, 16). Roland Barthes’
theory of narrative codes provides a
particularly useful framework for analyzing
such poetic structures, as it conceptualizes
texts as networks of hermeneutic, proairetic,
semantic, symbolic, and cultural codes that
collectively produce meaning (13, 14). Applying
this theoretical model to Persian classical
gasidas enables a structural reading of poetry
as narrative discourse, revealing deeper
layers of meaning and ideological function that
remain inaccessible through traditional
interpretive methods.

Nasir Khusraw stands as one of the most
prominent philosophical poets of Persian
literature, whose gasidas function as vehicles
for transmitting religious doctrine,
philosophical inquiry, and ethical reflection.
His poetry reflects a highly structured
intellectual worldview shaped by Ismaili
theology and philosophical reasoning, and his
verse consistently integrates epistemological
guestioning, metaphysical exploration, and
moral instruction (5, 7). From a structural
perspective, his poetry exhibits a clear
narrative progression in which philosophical
uncertainty, intellectual inquiry, and
epistemological resolution unfold sequentially,
creating a structured movement from
ignorance to knowledge. This narrative
progression corresponds closely to Barthes’
hermeneutic code, which generates meaning

through the gradual resolution of textual

enigmas and interpretive tension (13). The
semantic code is equally prominent in Nasir
Khusraw’s poetry, as key terms such as
intellect, truth, and religion function as
semantic nodes that structure the ideological
architecture of the text (20, 21). Furthermore,
symbolic oppositions such as light versus
darkness and knowledge versus ignorance
play a central role in organizing meaning,
reflecting structural principles of binary
opposition fundamental to semiotic systems
(10). Cultural codes are also deeply embedded
in his verse, as references to religious
doctrine, philosophical  tradition, and
intellectual authority situate his poetry within
broader systems of cultural knowledge (6).
These narrative and semiotic structures
demonstrate that Nasir Khusraw’s gasidas
function not only as poetic expression but as
complex narrative systems in  which
epistemological transformation is structured
through coded textual progression.

Masud Sa’'d Salman’s poetry, in contrast,
represents a narrative structure grounded in
personal  experience, particularly the
experience of imprisonment, exile, and
suffering. His prison poetry, known as
habsiyyat, constitutes one of the most
powerful narrative articulations of existential
isolation in Persian literary history. Unlike
Nasir Khusraw’s philosophical narrative,
Masud Sa'd’s poetry develops narrative
meaning through experiential progression,
emotional tension, and temporal continuity (8,

9). The hermeneutic code in his poetry
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operates through unresolved questions
concerning justice, fate, and suffering, creating
interpretive tension that reflects the existential
uncertainty of imprisonment (15). The
proairetic code, which structures meaning
through sequences of actions and events,
manifests in the temporal progression of
captivity, endurance, and emotional
transformation, reinforcing the narrative
dimension of his poetry (13). Semantic codes
organize the experiential meaning of suffering,
loneliness, and hope, transforming personal
experience into symbolic representation (2).
Symbolically, imprisonment functions not only
as physical confinement but as a broader
existential condition, while freedom emerges
as both a literal and metaphysical ideal.
Cultural codes embedded in his poetry reflect
the political and social conditions of his
historical context, illustrating how personal
suffering intersects with broader systems of
power and authority (12). These structural
elements demonstrate that Masud Sa'd
Salman’s poetry operates as a narrative
system in which personal experience is
transformed into symbolic and cultural
meaning through semiotic organization.

A comparative analysis of Nasir Khusraw and
Masud Sa’d Salman reveals both shared
structural  features and  fundamental
differences in narrative organization. Both
poets employ hermeneutic codes to create
interpretive tension and engage readers in the
process of meaning construction, illustrating

Barthes’ argument that textual meaning

emerges through interpretive interaction rather
than fixed semantic reference (14). Both poets
also employ symbolic codes to structure
meaning through binary oppositions, although
the nature of these oppositions differs
significantly. In Nasir Khusraw’s poetry,
symbolic oppositions reflect epistemological
and metaphysical structures, while in Masud
Sa’'d Salman’s poetry, they reflect experiential
and existential conditions. Semantic codes
function differently as well; Nasir Khusraw’s
semantic system is oriented toward abstract
philosophical concepts, while Masud Sa'd
Salman’s semantic system is oriented toward
emotional and experiential realities. Cultural
codes in Nasir Khusraw’s poetry reflect
religious and intellectual traditions, while in
Masud Sa'd Salman’s poetry, they reflect
political and social conditions. These structural
differences llustrate the adaptability of
narrative codes across different poetic
functions, demonstrating that narrative
structure is not limited to storytelling but
extends to philosophical and experiential
discourse.

The application of Barthes’ narrative code
Persian

theory to classical  poetry

demonstrates the  profound  structural
complexity of poetic texts traditionally
interpreted through purely aesthetic or
thematic frameworks. Structuralist literary
theory emphasizes that texts function as
systems of relations rather than isolated
expressions of individual meaning, and

Barthes’ model provides a methodological
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framework for identifying these relational
structures (11, 19). Semiotic theory further
supports the interpretation of literary texts as
sign systems in which meaning emerges
through structured relationships among textual
elements rather than direct referential
correspondence (17). This approach reveals
that Persian qasidas function as narrative
structures in which philosophical reasoning,
emotional experience, and cultural knowledge
are organized through semiotic coding. The
presence of hermeneutic, proairetic, semantic,
symbolic, and cultural codes demonstrates
that poetic texts operate as complex narrative
systems capable of producing multiple layers
of meaning simultaneously. This structural
analysis challenges traditional distinctions
between poetry and narrative, demonstrating
that poetic texts can function as narrative
systems even in the absence of conventional
plot structures.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that
Barthes’ narrative code theory provides a
powerful framework for analyzing Persian
classical gasidas as structured narrative
systems rather than purely lyrical expressions.
The analysis reveals that both Nasir Khusraw
and Masud Sa’d Salman employ complex
semiotic structures to organize meaning,
though their narrative systems differ
fundamentally in orientation, with Nasir
Khusraw emphasizing epistemological
transformation and Masud Sa’d Salman
emphasizing experiential suffering. These

findings highlight the narrative and semiotic

sophistication of Persian classical poetry and
demonstrate the effectiveness of structuralist
and semiotic theory in uncovering deeper
levels of textual meaning. By revealing the
coded structure underlying poetic discourse,
this approach contributes to a more
comprehensive understanding of Persian
literary tradition and its narrative complexity,
demonstrating that classical Persian poetry
constitutes not only an aesthetic tradition but
also a sophisticated system of narrative

meaning production.
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