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Abstract

This article presents a comparative examination of the transformations of the epic in contemporary Persian and Arabic
literature. Employing an interdisciplinary approach and drawing on discourse, semiotic, and structural analyses, it
demonstrates that the contemporary epic has moved away from its classical form and has become a multilayered
phenomenon redefined at the intersection of history, politics, identity, and language. Contemporary poets, by transferring
the epic from national legends to the sphere of individual and collective existential challenges, have transformed the hero
from mythical figures such as Rostam and Antarah into the unknown martyr, the grieving mother, the displaced child, or the
exiled poet. The findings indicate a shift from hero-centeredness to human-centeredness, the central role of language as a
battlefield, the redefinition of myth in the service of resistance, and the diversity of the sociopolitical functions of the epic.
Although the two literary traditions share common features in the use of myth and the emphasis on resistance, profound
differences can be observed in their engagement with tradition, representation of the hero, and linguistic stylistics, rooted in
the distinct historical and political experiences of the two regions. This study emphasizes the inadequacy of classical theories
of the epic and the necessity of interdisciplinary approaches, presenting the contemporary epic as a means of reproducing
identity, resisting domination, and engaging in critical dialogue with tradition.

Keywords: Arabic, Persian, contemporary literature, epic, comparative literature.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study offers a comparative

examination of epic manifestations in
contemporary Persian and Arabic literature,
focusing on the transformation of the epic from
a classical literary form into a modern
discourse of identity, resistance, collective
memory, and sociopolitical consciousness. In
its classical sense, the epic has been
associated with heroic action, elevated
language, national memory, mythic
imagination, and the representation of
extraordinary events through a dignified poetic
style; in Persian literary tradition, this meaning
is deeply connected with narratives of valor,
collective honor, and the symbolic continuity of
a people’s historical imagination (4). The
lexical and conceptual field of “epic” also

implies courage, intensity, severity, and heroic
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struggle, a semantic background that helps
explain why this literary mode has been
repeatedly reactivated in moments of cultural
crisis and historical rupture (3). However,
contemporary epic poetry in Persian and
Arabic does not simply reproduce the classical
model of heroic narration; rather, it redefines
epic consciousness in accordance with the
altered conditions of modern life, including
revolution, war, colonization, exile, social
injustice, racial oppression, and the crisis of
national and cultural identity. From this
perspective, the study assumes that modern
epic poetry is not limited to the narration of
martial events or mythic combats, but extends
to the symbolic representation of human
endurance in the face of annihilation,

domination, alienation, and historical erasure.
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Therefore, the research is grounded in the
view that contemporary epic must be
understood through an interdisciplinary
framework that combines comparative
literature, discourse analysis, semiotics,
structural analysis, and cultural criticism. Such
a framework makes it possible to examine how
epic motifs move from the battlefield to
language, from the legendary hero to the
ordinary human subject, and from national
myth to the ethical and political struggle for
survival.

The problem addressed in this study arises
from the fact that Persian and Arabic
literatures share important civilizational,
religious, linguistic, and aesthetic
intersections, yet they have experienced
modernity through distinct historical and
political trajectories. Comparative literature
provides an appropriate methodological
ground for examining such relations, because
it studies literary forms across linguistic,
cultural, and national boundaries and allows
the researcher to identify both structural
affinities and historically specific divergences.
In this context, the epic is particularly
significant because it is among the literary
types that have appeared in both Persian and
Arabic traditions and has played a central role
in the construction of collective identity, moral
imagination, and cultural memory. Earlier
definitions of epic, particularly those rooted in
classical poetics, emphasize heroic deeds,
extraordinary events, elevated diction, and

collective ideals; yet modern historical

experience has expanded the function of epic
beyond its traditional limits (1). Contemporary
Persian and Arabic poets often draw on
inherited epic structures, mythic allusions,
religious memory, and national symbols, but
they reshape these elements to express new
forms of struggle. In Persian poetry, the epic
frequently intersects with  revolutionary
experience, the memory of war, martyrdom,
sacrifice, and national endurance; in Arabic
poetry, it is often articulated through
anticolonial resistance, Palestinian
displacement, racial consciousness, and the
defense of cultural existence against erasure.
Accordingly, the central question of the study
is how contemporary Persian and Arabic poets
transform epic discourse from a hero-centered
model into a human-centered, identity-
centered, and resistance-centered poetic
structure. The research also asks how myth,
language, memory, religion, and sociopolitical
experience operate differently in the two
literary traditions while still producing
comparable epic effects.

The findings show that in contemporary
Persian poetry, the epic is frequently
reconstructed through a movement from
mythic heroism toward ethical, existential, and
collective resistance. Qeysar Aminpour’s
poetry, for instance, demonstrates how epic
meaning can emerge from simplicity of
language, emotional restraint, and the moral
dignity of martyrdom rather than from external
grandeur or conventional heroic exaggeration.

In his poetic world, the martyr is not merely a
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sacred or distant heroic figure but a human
being situated within ordinary life whose death
transforms into an enduring sign of collective
destiny; thus, the epic becomes a mode of
ethical witnessing and spiritual resistance (5).
Mohammad Reza Shafiei Kadkani, by
contrast, constructs a more reflective and
intellectualized epic mode in which symbols
such as the phoenix, mountain, wind, rain,
bird, wall, and window are invested with
meanings of endurance, renewal, obstruction,
aspiration, and resistance. In his poetry, the
epic does not appear primarily as an external
scene of combat but as an inward struggle for
meaning, dignity, and continuity against the
forces of silence, repetition, darkness, and
oblivion  (6).

represents another major form of modern

Siavash  Kasrai's poetry

Persian  epic, especially through the
reinterpretation of mythic figures such as
Arash. In his work, myth is not preserved as an
untouchable relic of the past; rather, it is
reactivated as a living structure of political and
collective consciousness, where the hero
becomes a symbolic embodiment of the
people’s will, sacrifice, and historical
responsibility (7). Taken together, these
Persian examples indicate that contemporary
epic poetry does not abandon the classical
heritage but refunctionalizes it within modern
conditions, replacing royal, tribal, or mythic
heroism with martyrdom, ethical resistance,
collective subjectivity, and the struggle to

preserve meaning.

In  contemporary Arabic poetry, epic
expression develops in close relation to
colonial experience, racial identity, exile,
occupation, social marginalization, and the
search for a voice capable of resisting
historical negation. Shawqi Dayf’'s poetic
orientation reflects the influence of Arabic
classicism and the literary renaissance,
maintaining a strong attachment to traditional
poetic structures, rhetorical dignity, religious
memory, and the symbolic authority of Islamic-
Arab history (2). His epic tendency is therefore
rooted in the revival of communal pride,
religious consciousness, and historical
continuity. Muhammad al-Fituri, however,
offers a radically different form of epic poetry
by transforming Black identity, racial suffering,
colonial  violence, and African-Islamic
consciousness into the basis of a postcolonial
heroic discourse. In his poetry, the hero is not
a tribal warrior or a legendary conqueror but
the enslaved, excluded, wounded, and racially
marked subject who turns humiliation into
dignity and oppression into self-recognition
(8). Mahmoud Darwish’s poetry develops one
of the most influential modern Arabic epic
models, in which exile, homeland, identity
documents, bread, stone, mother, olive tree,
and memory become signs of Palestinian
endurance. His poem of identity does not
merely declare personal belonging; it
transforms bureaucratic confrontation into
symbolic battle, making language itself the
space in which national existence is recorded,

defended, and renewed (10). Said al-Asili’s
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poetry, in turn, brings epic consciousness into
the world of poverty, destroyed homes,
imprisonment, hunger, and the wounded
dignity of the oppressed classes. His poetic
language is comparatively simple and direct,
yet it carries an explosive semantic force,
shifting the epic from aristocratic heroism and
classical eloquence to social resistance and
the everyday struggle for human dignity (9).
These Arabic examples show that
contemporary epic in Arabic literature is
deeply connected with the defense of
existence against occupation, racism,
dispossession, and structural violence.

The comparative analysis reveals both
convergences and divergences between
contemporary Persian and Arabic epic poetry.
The most important convergence is the
movement from the classical hero to the
modern human subject: Rostam, Arash,
Antarah, and other heroic figures do not
disappear, but their symbolic function is
transformed. The modern hero may be an
unknown martyr, a grieving mother, a
displaced child, a worker, a prisoner, an exile,
a racially oppressed subject, or a poet who
resists through language. Another shared
feature is the transformation of myth from a
closed narrative of the past into an open
symbolic reservoir for interpreting the present.
Persian poets often reinterpret myth through
the frameworks of revolution, martyrdom,
ethical struggle, and national survival, while
Arabic poets frequently connect mythic and

historical memory with anticolonial resistance,

Palestinian identity, racial dignity, and the
experience of exile. A further convergence lies
in the centrality of language itself as a
battlefield: contemporary epic poetry no longer
relies solely on narrative action, but on
symbolic density, rhetorical confrontation,
semantic layering, and the ability of poetic
discourse to resist erasure. Yet the differences
are equally significant. Persian contemporary
epic, especially in the works examined, often
combines national memory, religious sacrifice,
revolutionary consciousness, and ethical
idealism; Arabic contemporary epic more
visibly ~ foregrounds  colonial  violence,
occupation, displacement, racial identity, and
the struggle to preserve collective existence
under conditions of dispossession. The
stylistic differences are also notable: Persian
poets frequently move between classical
dignity, Nimaic innovation, lyric intimacy,
symbolic condensation, and philosophical
reflection, while Arabic poets display a
spectrum ranging from classical rhetorical
solemnity to postcolonial directness, identity
proclamation, and resistance poetics. These
differences confirm that the contemporary epic
must be analyzed not as a fixed genre but as
a flexible discourse shaped by historical
experience, cultural memory, and
sociopolitical necessity.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that
contemporary Persian and Arabic epic poetry
cannot be adequately explained through
classical theories that define the epic primarily

by mythic heroes, martial action, elevated
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narration, and national legend. The modern
epic is a dynamic and multilayered literary
phenomenon that emerges wherever human
beings confront domination, cultural erasure,
injustice, exile, war, and the threat of
meaninglessness. In both Persian and Arabic
traditions, the epic has moved from the
external battlefield to the symbolic, ethical,
linguistic, and existential fields of struggle. It
has become a form of remembering, resisting,
mourning, rebuilding identity, and speaking on
behalf of those whose voices have been
marginalized or silenced. The comparative
perspective shows that although the two
traditions share a deep concern with
resistance, memory, dignity, and collective
survival, they articulate these concerns
through different historical vocabularies and
aesthetic strategies. Contemporary Persian
epic poetry is often shaped by revolution,
martyrdom, sacred memory, and the
reinterpretation of national myth, whereas
contemporary Arabic epic poetry is strongly
marked by occupation, exile, racial
consciousness, anticolonial struggle, and the
defense of cultural identity. Ultimately, the
contemporary epic should be understood not
as the residue of an ancient genre, but as a
living mode of poetic thought through which
literature participates in the reconstruction of
identity, the critique of domination, and the

preservation of human dignity in times of crisis.
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