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Abstract:

Martin Seligman is a distinguished psychologist and a pioneer in the field of positive
psychology, recognized as the father of this branch of psychology. Positive psychology
aims to enhance the quality of human life by increasing happiness, well-being, and life
satisfaction. Instead of focusing on human weaknesses and existential limitations, this
field emphasizes strengths and potential virtues, advocating the idea that by relying on
inherent virtues, one can escape the trap of learned pessimism. On the other hand, an
examination of Sohrab Sepehri’s poetry reveals two distinct phases, reflecting
fundamental differences in his worldview and approach to life. At one stage, Sepehri
experienced significant depression, melancholy, and negativity, which are vividly
apparent in his works. However, following psychological and personal transformations
and a shift in his perspective on existence, his poetry took on a fresh tone, radiating
vitality and hope. The present study aims to analyze and examine Sohrab Sepehri’s
poetry in light of Martin Seligman’s theories. Findings indicate that the virtues
emphasized in Seligman’s theory, which are considered salvific, are fully present in
Sepehri’s poetry and have played a significant role in his personal transformation.

Keywords: Sohrab Sepehri, Martin Seligman, Positive psychology, Learned optimism

Extended abstract:

Introduction

Positive psychology can be seen as a new chapter and a fresh approach in psychology.
Martin Seligman, who is increasingly recognized as the father of this school of thought
in modern psychology, believes that discovering untapped potentials and focusing on
individual capabilities is a more effective and accessible way to overcome failures and
navigate psychological crises. In recent years, a growing number of psychologists have
come to believe in the capacity for perfection and transformation in human personality,
attributing this capacity to the acquisition of virtues. The picture that positive
psychologists paint of human nature is optimistic and hopeful because they believe in
the capacity for human expansion, cultivation, flourishing, and perfection, and
becoming what one is capable of. By introducing the terms “learned helplessness” and
“learned optimism,” Seligman believes that individuals can break free from learned
helplessness by changing their explanatory styles of attribution and cultivating the
twenty-four virtues, and by learning optimism, they can view the phenomena of the
world and life events from a new perspective. This is because before the introduction of
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this theory, the primary focus of psychology was on the pathology of frustrations and
psychoanalysis based on the discovery of failures. From Seligman’s perspective,
wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and spirituality are six human virtues
from which 24 character strengths originate. Also, attributional explanatory styles in the
face of events are divided into two groups, optimistic and pessimistic, and have a
significant impact on individuals’ thoughts and performance.

On the other hand, by examining the works of Sohrab Sepehri and his behavioral
conduct, we encounter two distinct periods. In the first period, frustration, negativity,
and a hazy poetic atmosphere are among the most frequent images in his works. In
contrast, there are works created after reaching intellectual maturity and a correct
understanding of life, and the reflection of the spirit of life, positive thinking, and a
hopeful outlook are clearly evident in them. Investigating the roots and contexts of this
meaningful transformation requires examining the works of both periods and
recognizing the spirit governing them.

Research Questions and Methodology

Based on a comparison and contrast of Seligman’s views with Sepehri’s poems, what
was the spiritual and poetic quality of Sepehri during his youth? In which works did
Sepehri attain knowledge and truth about life and find a different perspective on the
universe? The present research, written using a descriptive-analytical method, seeks to
find the components of Martin Seligman’s theory in the conceptual evolution of the
works of this Persian-speaking poet. Furthermore, it attempts to re-examine the
teachings of positive psychology with a practical approach, in order to represent
solutions for reducing psychological pressures and managing failures in today’s
turbulent world.

Findings and Research Results

A comparison and contrast of Seligman’s views with Sepehri’s poems reveals that
Sepehri, in his youth and at the beginning of his poetic journey, was entangled in deep
sorrow and grief that imprisoned him in despair, depression, and pessimism. The poet’s
world was dominated by a self-imposed isolation, such that light and hope had no place
in his words, and gray and sometimes black were the prevailing colors in his works. In
Sohrab’s early works, especially the books “The Death of Color” and “Life of Dreams,”
these motifs are repeated frequently and gradually fade in the third and fourth works,
namely “The Sunlight’s Ruins” and “East of Sorrow.” After spiritual perfection and
finding his path in this world, Sohrab’s soul gradually expanded, and as a result, ethical
virtues were cultivated in him, and commendable qualities such as self-confidence,
broad-mindedness, clear-sightedness, perfection, and vitality, and many other virtues,
all of which are of great importance in Seligman’s theories and are necessary from his
perspective for improving human performance and achieving happiness, found an
opportunity to emerge. Another reason for this pain and suffering can be attributed to
the social and political conditions of the society in which the poet lived. Oppression and
severe suppression were dominant in the poet’s era, and darkness and despair had
reached such an extent that Sohrab could not imagine a way out for society. It was in the
works “The Sound of Water’s Footsteps” and “The Traveler” that Sepehri attained
knowledge and truth about life and found a different perspective on the universe. In the
book “The Green Volume,” the poet depicts his ideal world and is at the peak of his
aesthetic view. By looking at Sohrab’s works, we can observe the course of his
personality transformation and the process of his intellectual metamorphosis, and in the
meantime, what played a role more than any other factor in this self-willed
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transformation, which is more like a rebirth and a cognitive renaissance, is self-

discovery and the desire for change.
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