w1 Ol g b s

4 10 Al 9 GTW il Ly (5 Ib Hladt 0 g0 s bl pllis 5ol5'g
S5 el

# 5l e

Ol 0L G ply ol (sl Slusl 5 0L 05,5 Sl )

mnsharifi92@pnu.ac.ir :J s st 5 Joosl %

oS>

Gl sl o ssskn 3l SOl sla i 5 sl Sl 311 Luls, 5l leSd Jols ol e s bae o ol Sl s sy 5o
cslanl SV 5l Vs okl plae b bl 5l ol 5 4SO L 0 SIS aid Lo pdamme md il e Sl & Ll opl asolesle
35 Gl SBua b Lol it bl o Ly sl polas o 53 (Il DL b 3l g 51 okt 3 45 3550 o iy | ble 5 sl
C s S by el sdd sl el yl e Ctlesd a0l 53 WOT AB e 5 SSUS akd el s 685 gl bl
5 AN S 3 g 53 Ol b gleelSs 0T 6 ol 5 el al il 5 Skl s e 5 oSO L s
3035 5 035 5D ) plid Sbaplan S 500 slaas sazme Hladl Ols 5l liadile S sots s 0 S el 2 18 skl 4 Olls a0 ks
WS das e 0L st i s S o 5 gl sl SletiS 5 6 ged (S35 pelane 3 gv;du»wuguat«fﬁ&ﬁiw o) a0
AL SE5 5 DSl (S5 el (Ll 3T (SBWES i d5le (55 pme sl LB Sl las e il ol plias ol
LS o s sl SlaziS 53 3l el a | &l el sl 5 e sl ( Vs Jals, 51 gl sloul b s bl ol ool Sl g2
(5288 B 6 S8 rhd a3 Sl Sl BB s 3 i IS5 ) e ol gl ol Sl s Ol (15 Gy b Sl 5

Al o sled 4 (ol OleaiS sl L3 elanl 5 Sl a s alaiil s b a5 sl ol b (53l &

ALl OlaidS (i )5 poiles nis Al g0 (sla L5 (o] Slotln o SSUS a5 idames 1O 31 g 0dS

FOAYVY (D) V(o6 Slosl 5 0L eSS 5kl a ol aily o 2SI ke Lo siems (oIl Sl s 855 sla il s (550815 V0T e (ko b 3l s paslinl o 0l

sl 8 5 oy 50 (CCBY-NC 4.0) 8155 U ollas 3151 Lo s oy oty dlin ol LS ol sk 3 40 hate dlis ol izl G 5i> slei VEY ©

VEaY oo Y idlyl &b
VT e Y S5k 06
VEY g YW iy s

VY ) il st


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

VFoF Jbe (polez ol (£33 09 ¢ cw il Oedl § b)) dusmis™ 4y i3

An Analysis of the System of Binary Oppositions in Mohammad-Reza Shafi‘i Kadkani’s
Resistance Poetry Based on Structuralist Theory
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Abstract

From a structuralist perspective, meaning in a literary text emerges from a network of differential relations among signs, and
binary oppositions constitute one of the most fundamental mechanisms through which these relations are organized.
Mohammad-Reza Shafi‘i Kadkani’s poetry similarly draws upon a system of semantic oppositions to create a multilayered
structure of social, historical, and emotional significations, which, in many instances, is closely connected with the discourse
of resistance in contemporary Persian poetry. The present study aimed to examine the functions of binary oppositions in
Shafi‘i Kadkani’s poetry and to explain their role in organizing the underlying semantic structure of his poems. The study
employed a descriptive-analytical method grounded in the theoretical principles of structuralism and literary semiotics. Its
theoretical framework was based on the views of Ferdinand de Saussure, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and prominent theorists of
structuralist criticism. The research corpus was purposively selected from the poetry collections In the Garden Alleys of
Nishapur, On Being and Singing, and The Second Millennium of the Mountain Gazelle. Signifying units at the lexical,
imagistic, and discursive levels were identified and analyzed. The findings indicate that the semantic system of these poems
is structured around a series of central oppositions, including movement/stagnation, freedom/captivity, hope/despair,
light/darkness, voice/silence, and life/decay. By creating a network of signifying relations, these oppositions transform
natural elements and poetic images into ideological signs within the discourse of resistance and generate the semantic
dynamism of the text through the tension between opposing poles. Consequently, binary oppositions in Shafi‘i Kadkani’s
poetry should not be regarded merely as rhetorical devices; rather, they function as structural mechanisms for producing
meaning and representing historical and social experience within the framework of resistance discourse.

Keywords: Mohammad-Reza Shafi i Kadkani, structuralism, binary oppositions, contemporary Persian poetry, resistance
discourse.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Structuralism constitutes one of the most

influential theoretical approaches in modern
literary criticism because it explains literary
meaning through the internal organization of
signs rather than through the isolated
intentions of the author or the presumed
intrinsic meanings of words. From a
structuralist perspective, language is a
relational system in which each sign acquires
value through its differences from other signs,
and meaning therefore emerges from patterns

of opposition, association, and substitution
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within the textual structure (1, 16). This
principle has profound implications for the
analysis of poetry, in which lexical choices,
poetic images, symbols, metaphors, and
recurrent motifs participate in complex
networks of signification. Claude Lévi-Strauss
extended this relational understanding to
cultural and mythological systems and argued
that many forms of human thought are
organized through binary oppositions such as

nature/culture, life/death, light/darkness, and

freedom/restriction (2). In structuralist literary
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criticism, such oppositional pairs are not
regarded as merely decorative contrasts;
rather, they are understood as fundamental
mechanisms through which textual coherence,
ideological orientation, and deep semantic
structures are produced. Barthes similarly
demonstrated that literary and cultural texts
operate as systems of signs whose meanings
are generated through differential and
culturally encoded relations (3). Accordingly,
identifying binary oppositions in poetry can
reveal how a text organizes experience,
constructs value, privileges one semantic pole
over another, and transforms ordinary images
into socially and ideologically significant signs.
This analytical framework is particularly
productive in the study of resistance poetry,
because resistance discourse is frequently
constructed through tensions between
domination and liberation, silence and
expression, despair and hope, stagnation and
movement, destruction and regeneration, or
death and continued life. In contemporary
Persian poetry, these tensions are often
embodied in natural imagery, historical
allusions, symbolic landscapes, and collective
emotional experiences. Mohammad-Reza
Shafi‘i Kadkani’s poetry is especially suitable
for such an analysis because his poetic
language establishes a dynamic relationship
among the Persian literary tradition, mystical
heritage, nature, historical memory, and the
sociopolitical concerns of contemporary life.
His poems frequently transform gardens,

deserts, rain, wind, mountains, birds, light,

darkness, spring, and drought into symbolic
elements whose meanings depend upon their
positions within broader oppositional systems
(6, 8). Therefore, examining binary oppositions
in his resistance poetry provides a means of
identifying the deep structures through which
historical experience, social restriction,
collective aspiration, protest, endurance, and
hope are poetically represented.

Previous scholarship on Shafi‘i Kadkani has
substantially contributed to the understanding
of his imagery, symbolic language, treatment
of nature, regional consciousness, poetic
style, and relationship with the Persian literary
tradition. Researchers have shown that nature
in his poetry is not a passive or ornamental
background but an active semantic field
through which social, emotional, mystical, and
historical meanings are conveyed. Studies of
natural symbolism have demonstrated that
images such as the garden, rain, wind, trees,
mountains, flowers, deserts, and seasons
frequently exceed their descriptive functions
and become signs of collective memory,
human  aspiration, social deprivation,
regeneration, or resistance (8, 10, 11). Other
studies have examined the complex
organization of poetic images and the
development of image chains in his works,
emphasizing the interconnected rather than
isolated nature of his imagery (5). Research on
symbolic structures has likewise indicated that
Shafii Kadkani’'s poetic symbols often
combine literary tradition, myth, nature, and

contemporary social experience, enabling the
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poet to communicate critical meanings
indirectly and aesthetically (9, 13, 14).
Comparative examinations of his theory and
practice of poetic imagery have further
highlighted the intellectual and formal
complexity of his conception of poetic
representation (12). Nevertheless, much of this
scholarship has concentrated on individual
images, symbols, thematic elements, or
stylistic features, while comparatively limited
attention has been paid to the structural
relations among these elements. A symbol
such as the garden, for example, acquires a
fuller meaning when examined in relation to
the desert, just as flight becomes semantically
intensified through its opposition to the cage,
and light becomes ideologically charged
through its contrast with darkness. The central
research gap, therefore, concerns the
absence of a systematic analysis of how
recurrent images and concepts in Shafi‘
Kadkani’s resistance poetry form coherent
networks of binary opposition. The present
study addresses this gap by investigating how
oppositional relations organize the deep
semantic structure of selected poems and
contribute to the formation of resistance
discourse. The main research question asks
how binary oppositions are constructed in
Shafi‘i Kadkani’s resistance poetry and what
functions they perform in organizing meaning
and representing social and historical
experience. Rather than treating symbols as
autonomous poetic units, the study interprets

them as components of relational systems in

which meaning arises through difference and
opposition. This approach also responds to the
discursive tensions identified in studies of
Shafii Kadkani’'s literary and intellectual
positioning, where poetic language frequently
emerges through confrontation between
alternative aesthetic, cultural, or ideological
orientations (15). By focusing on relationships
rather than isolated signs, the study seeks to
demonstrate that the resistance dimension of
his poetry is embedded not only in explicit
themes but also in the structural organization
of its language and imagery.

The study adopted a fundamental theoretical
orientation and employed a descriptive-
analytical research design grounded in literary
structuralism and semiotics. Its theoretical
framework drew primarily on Saussure’'s
concept of differential value, Lévi-Strauss’s
model of binary opposition, Barthes’s semiotic
account of textual signification, and
structuralist explanations of literary
organization and poetic systems (1-3, 17). The
research corpus was purposively selected
from Shafii Kadkani’'s poetic collections,
particularly In the Garden Alleys of Nishapur,
On Being and Singing, and The Second
Millennium of the Mountain Gazelle. Purposive
selection was employed because the study
required poems in which resistance-related
components—including freedom-seeking,

collective  hope, protest, awakening,
opposition to domination, preservation of
human dignity, and endurance against social

or historical deterioration—were especially
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prominent. Data were collected through library
research and repeated close reading of the
selected poems. During the first stage of
analysis, significant lexical units, recurrent
images, metaphoric combinations, natural
elements, symbolic motifs, and socially
charged concepts were identified. During the
second stage, these units were coded
according to their relational and oppositional
functions rather than merely their individual
meanings. Oppositions such as
movement/stagnation, freedom/captivity,
hope/despair, light/darkness, voice/silence,
life/decay, garden/desert, growth/destruction,
awakening/sleep, and rain/drought were
initially extracted. Each proposed opposition
was then evaluated according to several
analytical criteria: the existence of a differential
relationship between two semantic poles,
recurrence within a network of associated
signs, contribution to the organization of the
poem’s central meaning, connection with the
conceptual domain of resistance literature,
and availability of direct textual evidence. The
unit of analysis varied according to the level at
which an opposition emerged and could
therefore consist of a word, image,
metaphorical expression, poetic stanza, or
entire poem. The analysis was conducted at
three interconnected levels: the linguistic and
imagistic level, where oppositions appeared
through vocabulary and poetic description; the
symbolic and semantic level, where natural or
human images acquired broader meanings;

and the discursive and ideological level, where

oppositional structures represented historical

conflict,  social  restriction, resistance,
awakening, and collective aspiration. To
enhance analytical credibility, interpretations
were grounded in explicit textual evidence,
and purely impressionistic judgments were
avoided. The frequency, structural position,
semantic function, and discursive significance
of each opposition were also considered in
determining its importance within the poetic
corpus.

The findings revealed that Shafii Kadkani’s
resistance poetry is organized around a
coherent system of recurrent binary
oppositions, among which
movement/stagnation and freedom/captivity
occupy especially central positions. The
opposition between movement and stagnation
is frequently constructed through images such
as wind, travel, speed, flight, departure, and
passage, which stand against rootedness,
immobility, confinement, dust, and inability to
move. In the poem “Safe Journey,” the
contrast between the moving breeze and the
rooted tragacanth plant exemplifies this
structure: the breeze signifies travel, mobility,
and liberation, while the plant’s “bound feet”
signify forced immobility and frustrated desire.
From a structuralist standpoint, travel acquires
its semantic intensity only through its relation
to restriction; movement is meaningful
because stagnation constitutes its limiting
opposite. At the discursive level, this
opposition represents a human subject who

desires liberation but is trapped within
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restrictive historical or social structures. The
opposition between freedom and captivity is
similarly articulated through birds, wings, flight,
cages, narrow spaces, and physical limitation.
In “The Finches,” birds continue to fly within a
confined space because they fear forgetting
flight. Freedom is therefore represented not
simply as an achieved condition but as a
resistant memory and preserved capacity. The
act of flying, even when actual escape is
impossible, becomes a symbolic refusal to
internalize captivity. This finding confirms that
the natural and animal imagery in Shafi‘i
Kadkani’s poetry functions as an ideological
sign system rather than as merely descriptive
imagery, consistent with previous studies
emphasizing the symbolic and social
capacities of nature in his work (8, 10). The
relationship between flight and confinement
also illustrates the structuralist principle that a
poetic sign derives value from its place within
a system of differences. The bird is not simply
a bird, and the cage is not merely a physical
enclosure; together they form an opposition
through which freedom, domination, memory,
and resistance become intelligible. These
findings further indicate that the discourse of
resistance in Shafi‘i Kadkani’s poetry is not
limited to direct political declaration. Instead, it
is generated through carefully structured
relations among images that transform natural
and everyday phenomena into representations
of collective historical conditions.

The analysis also identified hope/despair,

light/darkness, voice/silence, and life/decay as

major oppositional structures that expand the
emotional, epistemological, critical, and
existential dimensions of resistance discourse.
In the opposition between hope and despair,
hope is frequently represented as absent, lost,
deferred, or fragile rather than fully realized. In
“The Lost One,” happiness appears as a
missing child whose disappearance signifies
collective deprivation and emotional crisis. Yet
the continued search for the child suggests
that hope has not been entirely extinguished.
This structure produces what may be
described as resistant hope: a form of
expectation that survives within conditions of
loss. The opposition between light and
darkness similarly transforms conventional
poetic symbolism into a socially charged
system. Night, darkness, and silence signify
repression, ignorance, and social immobility,
while dawn, light, song, and the red flower
represent awakening, knowledge,
regeneration, and resistance. In “Prologue,”
the call to sing “in the deserts of night”
constructs poetic expression as an act capable
of awakening gardens and restoring fertility.
The symbolic function of natural imagery
observed here corresponds with earlier
scholarship showing that Shafii Kadkani’s
images operate in interconnected chains and
acquire meaning through their relationships
with other images (5, 9). The opposition
between voice and silence adds an explicitly
critical dimension. Voice is associated with
truth, living language, social presence, and

protest, whereas silence can signify
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repression, forgetfulness, or the concealment
of truth beneath excessive language. In the
poem “Poetry,” the “crowd of words”
paradoxically becomes a form of silence
because authentic meaning is lost among
empty verbal accumulation. Thus, genuine
poetry is defined as living speech that
reconnects language with life. Finally, the
opposition between life and decay represents
the existential and civilizational crisis of the
contemporary world. The image of the earth as
a garbage container abandoned in space
signifies degradation, corruption, and the
erosion of human values, while recurrent
images of growth, rain, gardens, awakening,
and renewal constitute the opposing pole of
life. Together, these oppositions demonstrate
that Shafi‘i Kadkani’s poetic world is structured
through  continuing  tension between
destructive and regenerative forces. The
semantic dynamism of the poems arises
precisely because neither pole exists
independently; despair reveals the necessity
of hope, darkness intensifies the value of light,
silence produces the demand for voice, and
decay makes regeneration an ethical and
historical imperative.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that
binary oppositions in Mohammad-Reza Shafi'i
Kadkani’s resistance poetry are not incidental
rhetorical ornaments but fundamental
structural mechanisms through which poetic
meaning is generated, organized, and
ideologically directed. The selected poems

construct a multilayered semantic system in

which  movement confronts stagnation,
freedom confronts captivity, hope persists
against despair, light challenges darkness,
voice resists silence, and life struggles against
decay. These oppositions operate
simultaneously at lexical, imagistic, symbolic,
emotional, social, historical, and ideological
levels. Natural elements such as wind, birds,
gardens, flowers, night, rain, and deserts
consequently become components of a
coherent signifying network that represents
the tensions of contemporary human
existence and the historical experience of
resistance. The centrality of
movement/stagnation and freedom/captivity
indicates that the deepest organizing tension
in Shafii Kadkani’s resistance poetry lies
between the desire for liberation and the
realities of obstruction, confinement, and
historical immobility. At the same time, the
persistence of light, voice, growth, and hope
within dark or restrictive environments
prevents the poetic world from collapsing into
absolute despair. Resistance is represented
as the preservation of movement under
conditions of stagnation, the memory of flight
within captivity, the search for happiness amid
loss, the continuation of speech under
repression, and the defense of life in a
deteriorating world. The structuralist analysis
therefore reveals that resistance in these
poems is embedded as deeply in the
organization of poetic language as it is in
explicit thematic content. By interpreting

images and symbols relationally, the study
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offers a more integrated understanding of
Shafi‘i Kadkani’s poetic system and clarifies
how his poetry transforms personal feeling,
natural imagery, cultural memory, and
historical consciousness into a unified
discourse of endurance and liberation. The
findings also suggest that structuralist and
semiotic analysis can provide a productive
framework for studying other contemporary
Persian poets and for comparing the
oppositional patterns through which different
forms of resistance literature organize
collective experience, social criticism, and

visions of renewal.
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