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The Desert as Place and Spatial Metaphor in Urdu Ghazal: A Geocritical
Reading

Abstract:

Geocriticism emphasizes the significance of space and place over time and
history in literary studies. Places become an integral part of literature by being molded
through human observation and experience; it investigates the fundamental
relationship between humanity and space. Diverse spatial metaphors are utilized in
Urdu poetry, among which the Dasht (the wilderness/desert) as a spatial metaphor
opens several vistas of understanding. In the tradition of the Urdu Ghazal, the Dasht is
not merely a barren geographical backdrop; rather, it is an active narrative and a
multifaceted semiotic system that emerges as an antithesis to civilization (the city and
the Garden). From structuralist and psychological perspectives, the concept of the
Dasht is not static but in a state of constant metamorphosis. While in the classical era,
it represented the rigorous trials of love, a sanctuary for madness (Junoon), and a
“solitary retreat” (Khalwat-Kada) purged of worldly taints, in the modern era, it has
become a metaphor for the internal loneliness of human existence, the grief of
migration, and the haunting silences of the subconscious.The Dasht features
prominently in the works of classical poets such as Mir Taqi Mir, Atish, Ghafil, Ghalib,
Momin, and Dagh. Among modern poets, including Nasir Kazmi, Munir Niazi, Ahmad
Faraz, Shehzad Ahmad, Ahmad Mushtaq, Irfan Siddiqui, and Parveen Shakir, the
Dasht has been interpreted through the lens of geocriticism. In the Urdu Ghazal, the
Dasht has evolved into a metaphor for both the heart and the world on internal and
external planes. This paper is a scholarly endeavor to analyze the Dasht as a spatial
metaphor in the works of classical and modern Urdu Ghazal poets.

Keywords: Urdu Ghazal, Geocriticism, Desert, Place, Space Spatial, Metaphor
Existential, Dread, Edward Soja, Mirza Ghalib, Nasir Kazmi.
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