
Volume No: 01 Issue No: 01 (2021) 

Copyright © 2021 

 

16 
Akleem-a-Sukhan vol. 1 Issue. 1 2021 

 

Symbolism and Metaphor in Faiz Ahmed Faiz’s Poetry

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Aisha Khan

This article examines the use of symbolism and metaphor in the poetry of Faiz Ahmed 
Faiz, arguing that Faiz’s metaphoric language serves a dual purpose: on one level, to 
evoke traditional themes of love, longing, and separation; on another, to express socio-
political critique, hope, resistance, and collective aspiration. Through close reading of 
selected poems from different phases of his oeuvre — including romantic ghazals and 
revolutionary nazms — the study reveals how recurring motifs such as dawn, night, cages, 
wine, and beloved transpose their meanings across personal and political registers. The 
analysis demonstrates that Faiz reinterprets classical symbols to reflect postcolonial 
realities, social injustices, and human resilience. The findings suggest that understanding 
Faiz’s symbolic repertoire is essential for appreciating not only his aesthetic genius but 
also his enduring relevance in contemporary socio-political discourse. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Faiz Ahmed Faiz occupies a singular 

position in the history of modern Urdu 

poetry, blending classical poetic sensibilities 

with modern socio-political consciousness. 

Whereas traditional Urdu ghazals typically 

center on themes of romantic love, longing, 

and metaphysical separation, Faiz 

transformed these tropes — infusing them 

with social commentary, collective suffering, 

hope, and revolutionary fervor.  Scholars 

have noted that Faiz often addressed his 

poems to a “beloved,” but that this beloved 

transcends personal love — at times 

representing the oppressed masses, the 

homeland, or an ideal of justice and dignity. 

Similarly, traditional symbols such as dawn, 

night, breeze, cage, wine, and garden acquire 

layered meanings: they evoke not just 

personal emotion but collective hope, 

resistance against tyranny, and longing for 

freedom. In this article, I analyze how Faiz’s 

use of metaphor and symbolism evolves — 

bridging the personal and the political — and 

how this interplay contributes to the enduring 

power of his poetry. By examining selected 

poems and motifs, I aim to show that Faiz’s 

symbolic language reflects historical 

turbulence, socio-political critique, and 

human resilience, while preserving the 

lyrical beauty of classical Urdu verse. 

Historical and Cultural Context of Faiz’s 

Poetry: 

Faiz Ahmed Faiz’s poetry emerged during a 

period of profound historical and cultural 

transformation in South Asia. Born in 1911, 

Faiz witnessed the final decades of British 

colonial rule, the trauma of the 1947 

Partition, and the formation of the 

independent states of Pakistan and India. 

This era was marked by social upheaval, 

political uncertainty, and the struggles of 

newly formed nations to define their 

identities. Literary circles of the time were 

similarly in flux, moving away from purely 

classical themes of romantic love and 

mysticism toward engagement with social, 

political, and economic realities. The 

Progressive Writers’ Movement, which 

gained momentum in the 1930s and 1940s, 

profoundly influenced Faiz and his 

contemporaries, advocating for literature as a 

tool of social consciousness and reform. Under 

this movement, poetry became a medium not 

only for aesthetic expression but also for 

critiquing injustice, colonial oppression, and 

social inequality. In this context, Faiz’s work 

represents a deliberate shift from classical 

love-poetry toward socially conscious poetry, 

where metaphors of love, longing, and separation 

are reimagined to reflect collective struggles, 

aspirations for justice, and the hope for a more 

equitable society. His poetry thus bridges 

personal emotion and political activism, 

resonating both as lyrical art and as a voice of 

resistance. 

Traditional Symbols and Their Classical 

Meanings in Urdu poetry: 

Classical Urdu ghazals rely heavily on a rich 

symbolic repertoire, where each motif carries 

layers of emotional, spiritual, and aesthetic 

meaning. The “beloved” is perhaps the most 

central symbol, representing not only human 

love and desire but also, in mystical poetry, the 

soul’s yearning for union with the divine. 

“Night” often signifies separation, sorrow, and 

the trials of love, while “dawn” symbolizes hope, 

renewal, or the anticipated reunion with the 

beloved. Other recurring symbols, such as 

“wine,” evoke intoxication and the ecstatic 

experience of love or spiritual enlightenment, 

whereas the “garden” serves as a metaphor for 

beauty, fertility, and the ephemeral pleasures of 

life. “Separation” and the pangs of longing, 

frequently embodied through these motifs, 

convey the poet’s inner emotional landscape as 

well as the universal human experience of desire, 

loss, and anticipation. Collectively, these 

symbols form a semiotic framework in which 

love, despair, joy, and spiritual reflection are 

interwoven, enabling poets to convey complex 

emotional states with economy and lyrical 

beauty. In the classical tradition, these motifs 

were primarily personal or mystical, yet they 

provided a flexible symbolic language that later 

poets like Faiz could adapt to address broader 

social, political, and cultural themes. 
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Reinterpreting the Beloved and Love in 

Faiz’s Poetry: 

In Faiz Ahmed Faiz’s poetry, the classical 

symbol of the “beloved” undergoes a 

profound transformation, transcending its 

conventional association with personal or 

romantic love to become a powerful 

metaphor for socio-political realities. The 

beloved frequently represents the homeland, 

the oppressed masses, or the ideal of justice 

and human dignity, allowing Faiz to fuse 

personal emotion with collective 

consciousness. For instance, in poems such 

as “Hum Dekhenge” and “Mujh Se Pehli Si 

Mohabbat”, the imagery of longing, 

separation, and devotion traditionally 

reserved for romantic love is reimagined to 

articulate the struggle against tyranny, 

injustice, and social inequality. In “Mujh Se 

Pehli Si Mohabbat”, the poet acknowledges 

the shift from the personal to the societal, 

expressing that his former romantic 

yearnings are now inseparable from the 

suffering and plight of his people. Through 

this symbolic reorientation, Faiz maintains 

the lyrical beauty and emotional intensity of 

classical love-poetry while embedding 

within it a potent critique of political 

oppression and a call for collective 

awakening. This dual function of love 

imagery — both aesthetic and revolutionary 

— underscores Faiz’s mastery in 

reinterpreting traditional symbols to serve 

modern, socially engaged purposes, thereby 

bridging the personal with the political. 

Metaphors of Oppression and Hope: 

Cage, Night, Dawn, Breeze, Garden: 

Faiz Ahmed Faiz frequently employs vivid 

metaphors to articulate both the experience 

of oppression and the promise of hope, using 

natural and symbolic imagery to convey 

complex socio-political realities. The motifs 

of “cage” and “chains” recur in his poetry as 

emblematic of imprisonment, constraint, and 

the denial of freedom, evoking the literal and 

figurative experiences of political and social 

subjugation (Zabaan.com; Journal of 

Research in Social Sciences and Education, 

2023). Similarly, “night” and “darkness” 

serve as metaphors for despair, suffering, and 

the pervasive injustices imposed upon the 

marginalized, reflecting both personal anguish 

and collective oppression. In contrast, symbols of 

renewal and liberation, such as “dawn,” 

“breeze,” and “garden/flowers,” introduce a 

transformative and hopeful dimension to his 

verse (Zabaan.com; HVK.org). “Dawn” 

represents the emergence of justice and a new 

social order, while “breeze” conveys the gentle 

yet persistent winds of change, and gardens or 

blooming flowers signify the resilience of life 

and the possibility of growth even in oppressive 

circumstances. By juxtaposing imagery of 

confinement with images of renewal, Faiz 

creates a dialectic of suffering and hope, 

illustrating the tension between oppression and 

the human desire for liberation. This interplay 

not only enriches the aesthetic quality of his 

poetry but also amplifies its political resonance, 

enabling Faiz to transform traditional metaphoric 

language into a vehicle for revolutionary 

consciousness and social critique. 

Symbolism and Metaphor as Tools of Political 

Resistance and Social Commentary: 

Faiz Ahmed Faiz masterfully employs 

symbolism and metaphor not merely for aesthetic 

or romantic expression but as instruments of 

political resistance and social critique. While his 

poetry retains the lyrical elegance of classical 

love-poetry, the romantic imagery often 

functions as a veiled — and at times overt — 

form of protest against oppression, tyranny, and 

social injustice (Liberal Journal of Language and 

Literature Review, ljllr.com; International 

Journal of Creative Research Thoughts, IJCRT). 

For example, metaphors of longing, separation, 

or devotion, traditionally associated with love, 

are redirected to represent the struggles of the 

oppressed, the yearning for freedom, or the 

collective desire for societal reform. Faiz 

juxtaposes images of beauty and suffering — 

tenderness alongside violence, love intertwined 

with injustice — to heighten the emotional 

impact of his socio-political commentary 

(International Journal of Contemporary 

Literature, IJC). This dialectic allows readers to 

experience both the aesthetic pleasure of his 

poetry and the moral weight of its social 

message. By embedding critique within lyrical 

and romantic forms, Faiz ensures that his work 
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resonates emotionally while simultaneously 

provoking reflection and action, 

transforming poetry into a subtle yet 

powerful medium of resistance and advocacy 

for justice. 

 

Summary  

This study underscores that Faiz Ahmed 

Faiz’s poetry cannot be confined to the 

domain of romantic or aesthetic poetry alone. 

Through his masterful use of symbolism and 

metaphor, Faiz reimagines traditional motifs 

— the beloved, dawn, night, wine, cage, 

garden — infusing them with socio-political 

meaning. His beloved may represent the 

oppressed masses; dawn may symbolize a 

coming revolution; night may stand for 

oppression or despair; the cage may evoke 

imprisonment. In doing so, Faiz transforms 

love-poetry into a powerful vehicle for social 

critique and political consciousness. 

Such symbolic layering allows his poetry to 

operate on multiple levels — emotional, 

personal, political, universal — which 

contributes to its enduring appeal across 

generations. Understanding Faiz’s symbolic 

repertoire is thus essential to appreciate his 

aesthetic depth as well as his socio-political 

commitment. 

Going forward, further research might 

quantify the prevalence of different symbols 

across his corpus, compare his use of 

metaphor with that of his contemporaries and 

successors, or explore reader reception of 

these metaphors in different historical 

moments — especially in relation to social 

movements and political change. 
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