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The Transformation of Thematic Horizons and the Formation of the “Ghazal-Epic” in Sacred
Defense Poetry (1980-1988)
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1. Department of Persian Language and Literature, Sab.C., Islamic Azad University, Sabzevar, Iran
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Abstract

Within the tradition of Persian literature, the ghazal has consistently served as a principal poetic form for individual lyricism,
delicate emotions, and mystical intuition. However, the occurrence of the Islamic Revolution and the outbreak of the Iran—
Irag War (1980-1988) brought about a paradigmatic transformation in the context of meaning production and paved the way
for the emergence of a new poetic mode known as the “Sacred Defense ghazal” or the “ghazal-epic.” Employing a
descriptive-analytical approach and drawing on documentary research and qualitative content analysis, the present study
seeks to identify and classify the thematic and substantive innovations of the ghazal during the eight-year period of the
Sacred Defense. The central problem addressed in this study is how the collective and combative character of the “epic” was
structurally and conceptually reconciled with the traditionally feminine, lyrical, and individual nature of the “ghazal.” The
findings indicate that committed ghazal poets, by drawing upon the intertextual resources of Ashura culture, religious
symbolism, and concrete imagery from the battlefronts, introduced fundamental transformations into the conventional
components of the ghazal. Accordingly, the poet’s “individual self” was transformed into a “collective and committed self”;
the earthly beloved gave way to concepts such as martyrdom, self-sacrifice, and sacred ideals; and the external epic was
transformed into an “inner and spiritual epic.” The thematic evolution of the ghazal during this period moved from
predominantly exhortative and neologistic expression in the early years (1980-1982), toward greater symbolic depth and an
integration of lyricism and epic discourse in the middle years (1983-1987), and ultimately toward critical elegy,
representations of the alienation and solitude of disabled war veterans, and a sense of regret over having been left behind by
the caravan of martyrs following the acceptance of United Nations Security Council Resolution 598 in 1988. Thus, without
abandoning its traditional prosodic structure, the Sacred Defense ghazal succeeded in becoming a dynamic medium for
preserving collective memory and constructing historical identity.

Keywords: Contemporary Ghazal, Sacred Defense Literature, Ghazal-Epic, Thematic Innovation, Committed Poetry.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The Persian ghazal has historically been one

of the most enduring and aesthetically
productive poetic forms in Persian literature,
traditionally associated with lyrical emotion,
romantic expression, mystical intuition, and
the articulation of individual experience.
Although the Constitutional era introduced
political, social, and patriotic motifs into
Persian poetry, the Islamic Revolution of 1979
and the subsequent Iran—lrag War of 1980—
1988 produced a far more fundamental

transformation in the epistemological,
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thematic, and discursive structure of
contemporary Persian poetry. During this
period, poetry became deeply entangled with
collective identity, revolutionary ideology,
religious symbolism, resistance, martyrdom,
and the lived experience of war. The ghazal,
despite its classical association with individual
lyricism, proved remarkably adaptable to this
altered cultural and historical environment.
Contrary to modernist arguments that
traditional prosodic forms had become

structurally exhausted or incapable of
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representing the complexities of modern life
(9, 10), the post-revolutionary ghazal displayed
considerable formal resilience and thematic
flexibility. It absorbed new social and political
meanings while largely preserving its metrical
and rhyming conventions. The theoretical
background of this transformation can be
situated within broader discussions of poetic
commitment, the historical evolution of Persian
verse, and the relationship between form and
social experience (2-4). From this perspective,
the Sacred Defense ghazal emerged not
merely as a poetic response to military conflict
but as a discursive medium through which
collective memory, revolutionary subjectivity,
religious identity, and historical consciousness
were  simultaneously  constructed and
transmitted. The present study therefore
investigates the transformation of thematic
horizons in the ghazal during the eight years of
the Sacred Defense and seeks to explain how
the traditionally lyrical, individual, and
emotionally delicate structure of the ghazal
became compatible with the collective,
combative, and ideologically charged
character of epic discourse.

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical
approach based on documentary research
and qualitative content analysis. Its primary
corpus consists of ghazals and related poetic
works produced by major poets associated
with the Islamic Revolution and the Sacred
Defense, supplemented by critical studies on
the development of the contemporary ghazal,

revolutionary poetry, committed literature, and

epic discourse. The analytical framework is
grounded in the assumption that the meaning
of poetry in this period cannot be reduced to
chronology or personal affiliation, but should
instead be examined in relation to worldview,
ideological commitment, linguistic innovation,
and historical context. This understanding is
consistent with interpretations that distinguish
between poetry of revolutionary uprising and
poetry of institutional consolidation,
emphasizing the role of value-oriented
commitment in defining revolutionary literature
(5)- Likewise, the concept of epic in modern
Persian poetry expanded beyond its traditional
narrative and heroic forms and became
associated  with  symbolic  resistance,
ideological struggle, and religiously inflected
collective action (6). The study also considers
the aesthetic principle of emotional
authenticity, according to which successful
revolutionary poetry derives much of its force
from sincerity, clarity, and the organic
correspondence between imagination and
lived experience rather than from excessive
rhetorical ornamentation (7). On this basis, the
analysis classifies the major thematic
transformations of the Sacred Defense ghazal,
examines the restructuring of poetic voice and
the concept of the beloved, traces the
incorporation of Qur'anic and Ashura-related
intertextuality, and identifies the changing
relationship between lyricism, epic expression,
mourning, protest, and religious symbolism

across different phases of the war.
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The findings demonstrate that the most
significant transformation occurred in the
semantic core of the ghazal. The conventional
“beloved,” traditionally associated with the
earthly or mystical object of desire, was
redefined through the figures of the
combatant, the martyr, the homeland, the
Imam, sacred ideals, and the transcendent
goal of sacrifice. Simultaneously, the poet's

“I”

individual lyrical “I” was gradually transformed
into a collective and committed subject that
spoke on behalf of a community involved in
resistance, mourning, sacrifice, and religious
struggle. This transformation did not eliminate
lyricism; rather, it reoriented the affective
structure of the ghazal toward collective
experience. As a result, the external epic of
battlefield confrontation was frequently
internalized as a spiritual, ethical, and
psychological epic. The poetic representation
of martyrdom, for example, was rarely
confined to death in a literal military sense; it
was elevated into a symbolic model of
transcendence, self-annihilation, fidelity, and
mystical union. This process drew extensively
on Shi'i religious memory, particularly the
intertextual resources of Ashura, Karbala,
Qur'anic motifs, and the symbolic vocabulary
of blood, thirst, sacrifice, and divine covenant.
Such religious intertextuality allowed poets to
situate the contemporary war within a larger
sacred history of resistance and martyrdom.
The development of this discourse can be
observed in the works of poets such as Qeysar

Aminpour, Seyyed Hassan Hosseini, Salman

Herati, Hossein Esrafilian, and Nasrollah
Mardani, whose poetry demonstrates different
modes of combining lyric  emotion,
revolutionary commitment, and epic imagery
(11, 20, 22, 31, 34). This synthesis also reflects
a broader transformation in committed poetry,
in  which religious symbolism became
inseparable from the representation of
immediate social reality.

A diachronic examination of the war years
further indicates that the Sacred Defense
ghazal did not develop uniformly but passed
through distinguishable thematic and stylistic
phases. In the early phase, approximately
from 1980 to 1982, poetic discourse was
predominantly exhortative, direct, martial, and
mobilizing. The urgency of invasion and
collective defense encouraged a rhetoric
dominated by

imperative  structures,

emotionally  charged  diction, militant
symbolism, and frequent lexical combinations
built around concepts such as blood, fire,
dawn, battle, victory, and martyrdom. In this
stage, the distinction between poetry and
slogan became especially fluid, as poetic
discourse assumed an immediate
communicative and motivational function. In
the middle phase, particularly from 1983 to
1987, the language of the ghazal became
more aesthetically mature and symbolically
complex. Poets increasingly incorporated the
achievements of Nimaic poetry, the imagistic
subtlety of the Indian style, and the rhetorical
resources of classical Persian poetry without

abandoning traditional meter and rhyme. This

NY.N
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period witnessed a more balanced synthesis
between epic and lyric modes, a refinement of
metaphor and imagery, and a movement from
overt exhortation toward symbolic and
emotionally layered representation. The works
of poets such as Aminpour, Hosseini, Herati,
Bagheri, Esrafilian, and Sabet Mahmoudi
exemplify this development (11, 22, 30, 35).
The period also reveals diverse stylistic
currents within post-revolutionary ghazal,
ranging from the continuation of the “new
ghazal” and experimentation with meter to the
synthesis of classical rhetorical traditions with
modern imagery and, in some cases, an
excessive emphasis on compound-making
and lexical novelty. Thus, the Sacred Defense
ghazal evolved not as a monolithic mode but
as a dynamic field of competing stylistic
tendencies.

The final phase, especially around the end of
the war and the acceptance of United Nations
Security Council Resolution 598 in 1988,
brought about another significant thematic
shift. The heroic and exhortative discourse of
the earlier years increasingly gave way to
elegiac introspection, critical mourning, social
anxiety, and a sense of estrangement from the
values that had animated the front. The poetic
imagination turned toward the loneliness of
wounded veterans, the fading memory of
martyrs, the emergence of materialism and
social privilege, and the painful consciousness
of having remained behind while others had
attained martyrdom. In this context, the Sacred

Defense ghazal began to assume a critical

ethical function within the revolutionary
discourse itself. Poets did not necessarily
abandon their ideological commitments;
instead, they used the values of sacrifice,
sincerity, and martyrdom as standards against
which postwar social developments could be
judged. This transition is particularly visible in
the later poetry of Alireza Ghazveh and in
works characterized by regret, moral vigilance,
and protest against forgetfulness (16). The
elegiac dimension also appears in the poetry
of Abdolmalekian and Beigi Habibabadi,
where longing, survivor's guilt, and emotional
distance from the “caravan of martyrs” become
central motifs (36, 37). At the same time, poets
such as Ebtehaj and Behbahani demonstrated
that the revolutionary and  wartime
transformation of the ghazal was not limited to
one ideological or stylistic circle; rather,
broader currents of contemporary Persian
ghazal also absorbed national, social, and
collective concerns (25, 33). The war therefore
accelerated an already developing process in
which the ghazal moved beyond the exclusive
domain of private emotion and became a form
capable of addressing public history,
ideological conflict, social criticism, national
mourning, and collective identity.

In conclusion, the Sacred Defense ghazal
represents one of the most significant thematic
transformations in contemporary Persian
poetry. Its importance lies not in the
abandonment of classical form but in the
refunctionalization of that form through new

historical experience. The ghazal retained its
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traditional prosodic structure while
fundamentally  altering the  semantic
organization of the beloved, the poetic subject,
emotional expression, and the relationship
between private feeling and collective history.
The fusion of epic and lyric modes generated
a distinct poetic configuration that may
appropriately be described as the “ghazal-
epic,” in which the emotional intensity of lyric
poetry was combined with collective struggle,
religious memory, and heroic consciousness.
The genre's evolution from direct mobilizing
rhetoric to symbolic complexity and finally to
critical elegy demonstrates that Sacred
Defense poetry was neither static nor merely
propagandistic; rather, it underwent an internal
process of maturation and self-reflection.
Through this process, the ghazal became a
medium for recording the lived experience of
war, preserving the memory of sacrifice,
articulating religious and national identity, and
guestioning the social consequences of
postwar transformation. The study ultimately
shows that the vitality of poetic form depends
on its capacity to interact creatively with
concrete historical experience, and that the
Sacred Defense ghazal, by bridging tradition
and modernity, individual lyricism and
collective epic consciousness, established a
durable foundation for subsequent
developments in contemporary Persian

poetry.
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