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A Comparative Study of the Aligned and Inverse Evocation of Traditional Figures and Themes
in the Poetry of Tahereh Saffarzadeh and Fadwa Tugan
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Abstract

The evocation of traditional figures and themes is one of the most important techniques in contemporary poetry for
establishing a connection between cultural heritage and socio-political realities. Since Tahereh Saffarzadeh and Fadwa
Tugan entered the field of contemporary poetry with certain shared characteristics, the present study, adopting a comparative
approach and employing a descriptive-analytical method, seeks to examine the evocation of figures in the poetry of these
two poets. In doing so, it aims to answer the question of how and for what purpose traditional figures and themes are evoked
in their poetry. The findings indicate that, in the poetry of both poets, such evocations are carried out through two modes of
aligned and inverse recreation, often with the aim of articulating their social, national, and human concerns. The results of
the study also show that, despite differences in historical, social, and territorial conditions—which have led to different
thematic orientations in their use of traditional elements—both poets, through a symbolic approach and by disrupting the
conventional structure of the evoked themes, employ these elements to express their intended purposes. As a result, they
create new themes within the intellectual framework of their poetry.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The evocation of traditional figures, myths,

religious narratives, and inherited cultural

motifs is one of the central mechanisms
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through which contemporary poetry connects
collective memory with the socio-political

experience of modern human beings. In
contemporary Persian and Arabic poetry, this
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techniqgue does not merely function as an
ornamental return to the past, but operates as
a complex intertextual and symbolic strategy
through which the poet reactivates cultural
heritage in order to interpret, criticize, and
reconfigure the present. Myth, as a narrative
structure rooted in collective consciousness,
and symbol, as a condensed semantic sign,
enable poetic language to exceed its
immediate historical moment and link
individual suffering with broader human,
national, and civilizational experiences (3-5).
Within this framework, the present study
examines the poetry of Tahereh Saffarzadeh
and Fadwa Tugan, two major women poets
whose works are shaped by social
commitment, political consciousness, religious
sensibility, and national concern. Although
they belong to different linguistic, territorial,
and historical contexts, both poets employ
traditional figures and themes as active
semantic agents rather than passive
references. The study therefore focuses on
how religious, historical, literary, and
mythological figures are summoned in their
poetry and how such evocations contribute to
the formation of new meanings within the
semantic structure of contemporary
resistance-oriented poetry.

The theoretical premise of the study is based
on the idea that the use of myth and tradition
in modern poetry is not an act of simple
repetition, but a process of reconstruction,
interpretation, and semantic transformation. In

this regard, the evocation of traditional figures

may occur in two major forms: aligned
evocation and inverse evocation. In aligned
evocation, the poet preserves the dominant
cultural or symbolic function of the evoked
figure and employs it to reinforce the intended
meaning of the poem. In inverse evocation,
however, the poet deliberately disrupts the
conventional function of the traditional figure
and places it in a new context that produces a
paradoxical or critical meaning. This mode of
evocation creates tension between the
inherited meaning of the figure and the
contemporary experience to which it is applied
(1). Such a process is especially important in
modern poetry, where mythological and
traditional images often articulate persistent
social experiences rather than merely
reproduce ancient stories (5). The concept of
heritage, or turath, in contemporary Arabic
poetics also refers to a broad field of inherited
religious, intellectual, behavioral, national, and
human materials that poets refunction within
modern literary discourse (9). Similarly, in
Persian literary culture, the historical depth of
mythic narratives provides a rich symbolic
reservoir through which poets can address
modern forms of oppression, alienation,
political domination, and cultural crisis (7, 8).

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical and
comparative method. The poems of
Saffarzadeh and Tugan are examined in terms
of their use of traditional religious, historical,
mythological, and literary figures, and the
selected instances are classified according to

whether they preserve or transform the original
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semantic function of the evoked material. In
Saffarzadeh’s poetry, the analysis shows that
Quranic figures and themes, Iranian
mythological characters, and historical names
are frequently employed to critique social
injustice, political subordination, cultural
dependency, and the collapse of ethical values
in contemporary Iranian society. Her poetic
world is filled with references to figures and
themes such as the people of Lot, Abraham,
the people of ‘Ad, Mandana, Alexander, the
Arsacids, the Sasanians, Siavash, Zahhak,
Fereydun, Kaveh the Blacksmith, and Nader
Shah. In many cases, Saffarzadeh preserves
the inherited symbolic force of these figures in
order to strengthen the moral and social
dimension of her poetry. For instance, the
Qur’anic narratives of divine punishment or
prophetic resistance are used to represent
tyranny, moral corruption, and the necessity of
justice. In other cases, however, she reverses
the traditional function of mythic or historical
figures, as when Kaveh, normally the emblem
of uprising and justice-seeking, appears as a
sign of collective fatigue, inaction, or the
decline of revolutionary consciousness (13,
14).

In the poetry of Fadwa Tugan, the evocation of
traditional figures is deeply connected to the
Palestinian  experience of  occupation,
dispossession, exile, waiting, resistance, and
martyrdom. Her poetic use of Qur’anic themes,
Christian imagery, pre-Islamic Arabic poetic
conventions, historical Arab figures, and

mythological characters serves to convert the

Palestinian wound into a broader human and
historical drama. The study shows that Tugan
employs figures such as Mary, Josephic
famine, the Day of Resurrection, Christ, the
Qur'anic narrative of the Elephant, al-
Mu‘tasim, Imru’” al-Qays, ‘Antarah ibn
Shaddad, Tammuz, the Sphinx, and the
implicit figure of Scheherazade. In her aligned
evocations, Tugan preserves the original value
of the traditional reference and uses it to
deepen the meaning of Palestinian endurance
and hope. For example, the evocation of Mary
and the palm tree in “Waiting on the Bridge”
establishes a symbolic parallel between
sacred suffering and the poet’s suspended
condition under occupation (18). Similarly, the
Qur'anic motif of the Year of the Elephant is
employed to suggest the possible destruction
of aggressors and the divine protection of a
violated sacred land (19). Yet Tugan also uses
inverse evocation powerfully; al-Mutasim,
traditionally a symbol of rescue and response
to distress, becomes in her poetry a sign of
absence, abandonment, and the failure of
Arab leadership to answer the Palestinian call
for help.

The comparative findings indicate that both
poets share a similar structural mechanism in
their poetic engagement with tradition, but the
direction and thematic pressure of this
mechanism differ according to their historical
situations. Saffarzadeh’s evocations are often
oriented toward the critique of internal socio-
political disorder, cultural Westoxication,

ethical collapse, and domination by oppressive
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power structures. Her use of Iranian myth and
Qur’anic narrative creates a symbolic field in
which the struggle between justice and
injustice, authenticity and dependency,
resistance and submission becomes visible.
Tugan’s evocations, by contrast, are primarily
shaped by the Palestinian national
catastrophe and therefore center on
occupation, exile, collective humiliation,
betrayal, and the search for liberation. Her
reworking of pre-Islamic elegiac structures,
especially the motif of standing before ruins,
transforms the classical poetic convention of
crying over abandoned campsites into a
modern poetics of dispossession and
resistance. Likewise, her use of ‘Antarah
converts the heroic warrior-lover of Arab
tradition into a figure through which the loss of
homeland, betrayal by kin, and paralysis of the
contemporary Arab subject are dramatized
(20). Her use of Tammuz preserves the mythic
promise of fertility and return, yet places that
promise under the pressure of wound, delay,
and historical uncertainty; and her reworking of
the Sphinx motif transforms the ancient riddle
into a symbolic question about occupation,
power, and the obscured future (6, 21).

In conclusion, the comparative analysis
demonstrates that the poetry of Tahereh
Saffarzadeh and Fadwa Tugan employs
traditional figures and themes not as static
remnants of the past, but as dynamic poetic
instruments for producing modern meaning.
Both poets reactivate inherited materials

through symbolic condensation, intertextual

displacement, and semantic reconstruction.
Their aligned evocations preserve the moral,
religious, historical, or mythic energy of
traditional figures and use it to reinforce the
central message of the poem, while their
inverse evocations disrupt inherited meanings
in order to expose contradiction, crisis,
abandonment, oppression, or historical failure.
Despite differences in language, geography,
and political context, both poets transform
tradition into a critical medium for articulating
social responsibility, national consciousness,
human suffering, and cultural resistance.
Saffarzadeh’s poetry tends to direct this
strategy toward the critique of internal
domination, cultural alienation, and the need
for ethical awakening, whereas Tugan’s poetry
directs it toward the Palestinian experience of
occupation, dispossession, and collective
endurance. Therefore, the aligned and inverse
evocation of traditional figures in the poetry of
these two poets can be understood as a major
aesthetic and ideological strategy through
which contemporary poetry reshapes inherited
memory into a living discourse of identity,

resistance, and historical self-awareness.
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