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Rubrics and Rubicon of Activism and Advocacy - Poetry of Alienation -
Themes and Motifs

Abstract

RUBRICS AND RUBICON OF ACTIVISM AND ADVOCACY - POETRY OF ALIENATION - THEMES AND
MOTIFS article, examines the transformative role of poetry as a conduit for activism and advocacy, with a
particular emphasis on themes of alienation. It aligns with the theme "Loneliness and Isolation in Literature"
from the DOGUS UNIVERSITY, DIDE 2023 Conference, drawing a comparative analysis between T.S. Eliot's
The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock and Uzma Kauser's My Mother's Personal Beliefs. The discussion
foregrounds how poetry amplifies the voices of marginalised communities, engaging with broader socio-
political discourses on inequality and identity. The article elucidates how poetry serves as a personal and
collective medium for confronting societal issues by analysing linguistic devices and poetic techniques in Eliot’s
modernist lens and Kauser’s exploration of generational and religious identity. The study advocates for
continued engagement with literature’s capacity to inspire social transformation and intergenerational dialogue.

Keywords: Activism, Advocacy, Alienation, Identity, Marginalised Voices, Poetic Techniques, Social
Transformation

1. Introduction

This article is based on the keynote speech delivered by Prof. Dr. Paul Ade Silva at the
DOGUS UNIVERSITY, DIDE 2023 Conference, hosted by Assistant Professor Dr. Gékcen
Kara, Head of the Department of English Language and Literature. The conference, themed
“Loneliness and Isolation in Literature,” provided an apt framework to explore how poetry
functions as both a personal and collective response to alienation.

The theme of "Loneliness and Isolation in Literature," central to the DOGUS UNIVERSITY,
DIDE 2023 Conference, provides an apt framework for examining the intersections of
activism, advocacy, and alienation through the medium of poetry. This paper, entitled
Rubrics and Rubicon of Activism and Advocacy: Poetry of Alienation — Themes and Motifs,
explores how poetry functions as both a personal and collective voice in confronting social
and political alienation. The analysis focuses on T.S. Eliot’'s seminal modernist work, The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock, alongside Uzma Kauser’s contemporary poem, My Mother's
Personal Beliefs (Kauser in Silva, 2004, p. 8), revealing the enduring relevance of poetry as
a form of resistance and social critique.

Poetry has historically provided a platform for marginalised voices, offering insights into
experiences of alienation, poverty, migration, and identity crises. Poets such as T.S. Eliot,
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Maya Angelou, and Meena Alexander have used their craft to navigate these complex
themes, engaging with both personal and collective narratives. While Eliot's modernist
innovations capture the fragmentation and disillusionment of post-war Europe, his work has
also been critiqued for its exclusionary perspectives, particularly alleged anti-Semitic
undertones (Julius, 1995). This critique underscores the importance of reading canonical
texts through a critical, perspective.

The global socio-political landscape, marked by disparities between the Global North and
South, moreover, frames the broader context within which these poetic works operate.
Scholars such as Jason Hickel (2017) argue that addressing global inequality requires a
radical rethinking of economic systems, challenging the efficacy of current development
paradigms. This paper situates poetry within these debates, highlighting its role in both
reflecting and shaping socio-political discourses.

Juxtaposing Eliot's modernist anxieties with Kauser’s exploration of generational and
religious tensions within a diasporic community, the paper intends to illuminate the
multifaceted role of poetry in activism and advocacy. It argues that poetry articulates
personal alienation, and fosters collective consciousness and social change.

The title of this article, Rubrics and Rubicon of Activism and Advocacy, reflects both the
frameworks (rubrics) within which poets operate and the irreversible steps (rubicon) they
take when their work transcends personal reflection to engage in direct social advocacy.
While T.S. Eliot’s poetry operates within the modernist rubric of introspection and
fragmentation, Uzma Kauser’s work represents a crossing of the Rubicon—where poetry
becomes a tool for direct confrontation of religious orthodoxy and gender inequality.

2. Methods

This study employs a literary-critical and comparative analytical framework to explore the
intersection of activism, advocacy, and alienation in poetry. The primary texts—T.S. Eliot's
The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock and Uzma Kauser's My Mother's Personal Beliefs—are
subjected to close reading and textual analysis, focusing on thematic development, linguistic
devices, and socio-political contexts.

The methodology integrates both formalist and socio-historical approaches. Formalist
analysis scrutinises imagery, metaphor, symbolism, and narrative structure uses, elucidating
how these devices convey themes of isolation, identity, and societal critique. In Eliot's poem,
particular attention is paid to modernist techniques such as fragmentation and stream-of-
consciousness while Kauser’s work is examined for its straightforward narrative style and
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dialogic structure, reflecting generational and cultural tensions.

A comparative literary analysis is employed to identify thematic convergences and
divergences between the two works. While Eliot's poem reflects early 20th-century anxieties
and the alienation inherent in modern urban life, Kauser’s poem navigates the complexities
of religious identity, gender roles, and generational conflict in a multicultural, post-industrial
British context. This comparative approach permits exploring how different historical,
cultural, and personal contexts shape poetic expressions of activism and advocacy.

Intentionally, the study integrates socio-political analysis to situate both poems within
broader discourses on inequality, cultural conflict, and marginalisation. The analysis
engages with interdisciplinary perspectives, incorporating insights from postcolonial theory
(Said, 1978), feminist literary criticism (Showalter, 1977), and global inequality studies
(Hickel, 2017).

The selected poems are dissected to reveal how personal narratives reflect larger societal
dynamics. This multifaceted methodology not only uncovers the nuanced ways in which
poetry functions as a tool for activism and advocacy but also situates the texts within the
continuum of literary traditions that challenge societal norms and promote social justice.

3. An Abridged Overview of The Terrain for Activism and Advocacy in Literature

The exploration of alienation, loneliness, and isolation has long been a central theme in
literature, serving as a powerful motif to examine human experience and societal structures.
Alienation, as conceptualised by Marxist theorists (Marx, 1844), denotes a disconnection
from others and oneself, often emerging from structural inequalities, socio-political
upheavals, or personal crises. Literature, particularly poetry, provides a unique medium to
articulate these experiences, fostering both personal introspection and collective awareness.

In the Western literary tradition, themes of alienation have been pivotal since the rise of
modernism, with writers like T.S. Eliot, Franz Kafka, and Virginia Woolf exploring the
fragmentation of identity in an increasingly industrialised and impersonal world. Eliot’s The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock epitomises this modernist preoccupation with the dislocation
of the individual amidst societal expectations and the mechanisation of daily life (Moody,
2016). His innovative use of fragmented narratives, intertextual references, and stream-of-
consciousness techniques reflects both personal existential angst and broader cultural
disillusionment.

Conversely, postcolonial and diasporic literature often approaches alienation through the
lens of displacement, cultural hybridity, and identity conflict. Poets like Meena Alexander and
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Uzma Kauser explore the tensions between traditional cultural values and contemporary
societal norms, especially in the context of migration and generational shifts. Their works
illuminate how alienation can stem not only from physical displacement but also from

ideological and religious divergences within families and communities (Alexander, 2002).

The role of literature, and poetry in particular, extends beyond the mere reflection of
alienation; it acts as a catalyst for activism and advocacy. Literary texts challenge
hegemonic narratives, give voice to the marginalised, and inspire collective action. As Ngugi
wa Thiong'o (1986) argues, literature is inherently political, serving as a site of resistance
against cultural imperialism and social injustice. Whether through Eliot’s critique of
modernist fragmentation or Kauser’s interrogation of religious orthodoxy, poetry becomes a
medium through which both personal and societal alienations are confronted and
reimagined.

Section 3 thus sets the stage for a deeper examination of how poetry functions as an
instrument of activism and advocacy, bridging personal narratives of alienation with broader
socio-political critiques.

4. The Role of Poetry in Activism and Advocacy: Medium of Expression and Social
Change

Poetry has long served as a potent vehicle for activism and advocacy, offering a platform to
amplify marginalised voices and challenge societal norms. Its unique capacity to distill
complex emotional and political realities into succinct, evocative language renders it a
particularly effective medium for social critique and transformation. Through the careful
deployment of imagery, symbolism, and rhythm, poetry engages both the intellect and the
emotions, fostering empathy and inspiring action.

T.S. Eliot’s modernist oeuvre, notably The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock and The Waste
Land, exemplifies how poetry can articulate the fragmented consciousness of individuals
grappling with societal disillusionment and alienation in the aftermath of World War | (Moody,
2016). Eliot’'s work captures the existential angst and cultural decay of early 20th-century
urban life, employing innovative literary techniques to reflect the complexities of the human
condition. While his poetry does not overtly advocate for political change, his exploration of
spiritual and cultural disconnection serves as a subtle critique of modernity’s impact on the
individual psyche.

In contrast, the poetry of Maya Angelou and Meena Alexander adopts a more explicit activist
stance, addressing issues of racial injustice, gender inequality, and cultural displacement.
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Angelou’s Still | Rise, and Phenomenal Woman celebrate the resilience and strength of
Black women, challenging oppressive societal norms and advocating for empowerment and
equality (Angelou, 1978). Her work exemplifies how poetry can serve as both a personal
and collective voice, fostering solidarity among marginalised communities and inspiring
broader social movements.

Meena Alexander’s poetry, rooted in the experiences of diaspora and displacement,
explores themes of identity, belonging, and cultural hybridity. Her work highlights the
intersections of personal trauma and political upheaval, illustrating how poetry can navigate
the complexities of postcolonial identity and advocate for cross-cultural understanding
(Alexander, 2002). Both Angelou and Alexander demonstrate how poetry can transcend
individual experience, articulating universal themes of struggle and resilience that resonate
across diverse contexts.

Uzma Kauser’s My Mother’s Personal Beliefs (2004) continues this tradition of poetic
activism, addressing the generational and ideological conflicts within diasporic communities.
The poem’s exploration of religious identity, gender roles, and cultural expectations reflects
the broader struggles faced by Muslim women in navigating tradition and modernity. By
challenging the caste system and advocating for equality within the Islamic faith, Kauser’s
work exemplifies how poetry can confront entrenched social norms and promote progressive
values.

Thus, poetry functions as a dynamic medium for activism and advocacy, capable of
articulating both personal and collective experiences of alienation and resistance. Whether
through Eliot's modernist critique of societal fragmentation or Kauser’s interrogation of
religious orthodoxy, poetry remains a powerful tool for social change, bridging the gap
between individual expression and collective action.

The table below will delineate the stylistic and thematic differences between poets who
employ subtle critique versus those who engage in overt activism, highlighting where Eliot
and Kauser fit within this spectrum.
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Table 1: Key Differences in Poetic Activism: Subtle Critique vs. Direct

Aspect Subtle Critique (T.S. Eliot, Direct Advocacy (Uzma Kauser,
The Love Song of J. Alfred My Mother’s Personal Beliefs,
Prufrock, 1915) 2004)

Tone Introspective, ambiguous (“Do , ek
| dare? Do | dare?” stanza 4, ,I?/,sselzrtlve, eXp“C't/(,,B}Ut n;l%ther, al
line 1) uslims are equal,” line 13)

Themes Alienation, existential anxiety | Religious reform, gender equality

(“I have measured out my life | (“Caste system has an important
with coffee spoons,” stanza 6, | partin Islam,” line 9)

line 3)
Target Audience | Intellectual, abstract Community-focused, accessible
contemplation
Engagement with | Indirect, philosophical Direct challenge to social and
Activism reflection on societal issues religious hierarchies (“Who has
taught you this nonsense?” line
17)
Stylistic Devices | Allusions, symbolism, Conversational tone, repetition,

fragmentation (“No! I am not direct dialogue (“But Mother |I...,”
Prince Hamlet,” stanza 13, line | line 5)

1)

This table highlights the stylistic and thematic divergence between Eliot’s subtle critique and
Kauser’s direct advocacy. While Eliot’s introspective approach reflects modernist alienation
and an indirect engagement with societal issues, Kauser’s work exemplifies a contemporary
activist stance that confronts religious orthodoxy and gender inequality head-on. The shift
from philosophical reflection to explicit social commentary illustrates how poetry has evolved
as a medium for activism, moving from the personal to the collective, and from ambiguity to
assertiveness. This progression underscores the broader transformation of poetry’s role in
social discourse, adapting to the changing socio-political landscapes of the 20th and 21st
centuries.

4.1. Linguistic Devices and Poetic Techniques in T.S. Eliot's The Love Song of J.
Alfred Prufrock

T.S. Eliot’s The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock (1915) is emblematic of modernist
experimentation, employing a range of literary devices and poetic techniques to explore
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themes of alienation, fragmentation, and existential anxiety. Through innovative use of
imagery, allusion, and stream-of-consciousness, Eliot crafts a deeply introspective narrative
that reflects both personal insecurities and broader societal disillusionment.

Imagery and Symbolism:

Eliot’s poem is replete with vivid imagery that encapsulates the protagonist’'s sense of
paralysis and alienation. The opening lines—"Let us go then, you and I, / When the evening
is spread out against the sky / Like a patient etherised upon a table" (stanza 1, lines 1-3)—
immediately establish a tone of morbidity and inertia. This startling simile not only subverts
the romantic expectations of a “love song” but also symbolises the emotional and spiritual
anaesthesia afflicting modern individuals (Ellmann, 1985).

Motifs such as evening, fog, and urban landscapes reinforce themes of isolation and
disconnection. The “yellow fog” that “rubs its back upon the window-panes” (stanza 3, line 1)
evokes a sense of suffocation and obscurity, mirroring Prufrock’s internal confusion and
societal estrangement. This fog is described in an almost animalistic manner, blurring the
boundaries between the natural and the urban, as seen in “The yellow smoke that rubs its
muzzle on the window-panes” (stanza 3, line 2), and further personified in “Licked its tongue
into the corners of the evening” (stanza 3, line 3).

The recurring references to Michelangelo, “In the room the women come and go / Talking of
Michelangelo” (stanza 2, lines 10—11), highlight the protagonist’s feelings of inadequacy,
juxtaposing the grandeur of high art with his mundane, unfulfilled existence. This motif
serves as a subtle critique of social elitism and Prufrock’s own self-perceived intellectual and
emotional insufficiency.

Fragmentation and Stream-of-Consciousness:

Eliot’'s use of fragmented narrative structures and stream-of-consciousness techniques
reflects the disjointed nature of modern life. The poem’s shifts between internal monologue
and external observations blur the boundaries between thought and reality, creating a sense
of disorientation that mirrors Prufrock’s psychological state. This technique aligns with
modernist efforts to capture the complexities of human consciousness, as seen in the works
of contemporaries like James Joyce and Virginia Woolf (Menand, 1997).
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Allusions and Intertextuality:

Eliot’s extensive use of literary and cultural allusions enriches the poem’s thematic depth
and situates it within a broader intellectual tradition. References to Dante’s Inferno,
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, and biblical texts underscore the protagonist’s existential dilemmas,
linking his personal anxieties to universal questions of mortality, meaning, and self-worth.
The epigraph from Inferno serves as a forewarning of Prufrock’s descent into self-reflection
and social paralysis, while the allusion to Hamlet highlights his indecision and fear of action
(Gardner, 1995).

Repetition and Enjambment:

Eliot employs repetition to emphasise Prufrock’s obsessive rumination and his reluctance to
engage with the world. The phrase “There will be time” recurs multiple times throughout
stanza 5 (lines 1, 2, 9), reflecting Prufrock’s attempt to rationalise his procrastination and
postpone decisive action:

“And indeed there will be time / To prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet” (stanza
5, lines 1-2).

This cyclical repetition of time-related phrases underscores the paralysis of indecision and
the anxiety of missed opportunities. Similarly, the line “I have known them all already” is
repeated in stanza 6 (line 1) and stanza 8 (line 1), illustrating Prufrock’s resignation to
familiarity and predictability in his social interactions.

“For | have known them all already, known them all: / Have known the evenings, mornings,
afternoons” (stanza 6, lines 1-2).

Eliot’'s use of enjambment further contributes to the poem’s fragmented, stream-of-
consciousness style, allowing thoughts to spill over line breaks and creating a sense of
continuous, unstructured reflection. For example:

“In the room the women come and go / Talking of Michelangelo” (stanza 2, lines 10—11).

This seamless flow between lines mirrors Prufrock’s internal monologue, blurring the
distinction between thought and speech. The lack of clear syntactic boundaries reflects the
disjointed nature of modern consciousness and aligns with the modernist preoccupation with
psychological depth and existential fragmentation.
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Irony and Juxtaposition:

The poem is imbued with irony, particularly through its self-deprecating tone and the stark
contrast between Prufrock’s grandiose introspection and his mundane social fears. A prime
example is the line:

“l have measured out my life with coffee spoons” (stanza 6, line 3).

This poignant image captures the triviality of Prufrock’s existence, reducing the vastness of
life to a series of banal, repetitive routines. It juxtaposes his profound existential anxiety with
the banality of everyday life, revealing the disconnect between his inner turmoil and the
mundane reality he inhabits.

Another example of juxtaposition appears in the recurring line:

“In the room the women come and go / Talking of Michelangelo” (stanza 2, lines 10-11;
stanza 5, lines 14-15).

Here, Eliot contrasts the high cultural sophistication symbolised by Michelangelo with
Prufrock’s insecurity and social paralysis, emphasising his feelings of inadequacy in the face
of intellectual and artistic grandeur. This ironic tension underscores the protagonist’s
alienation not only from society but from his own aspirations and desires.

Eliot further employs irony in the speaker’s reflections on his insignificance:
“No! I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be; / Am an attendant lord, one that will do”
(stanza 13, lines 1-2).

This line highlights Prufrock’s self-awareness of his minor role in life, contrasting with the
heroic expectations he may have once held. By comparing himself to a background
character rather than a protagonist, Prufrock embodies the modern individual's crisis of
identity and purpose.

Through these linguistic devices and poetic techniques, Eliot masterfully conveys the
complexities of modern alienation, offering a profound commentary on the psychological and
cultural disintegration of early 20th-century life.

Table 2 will detail the key literary devices used by both poets and explain how these
techniques contribute to themes of activism and advocacy.
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Table 2: Poetic Techniques and Their Functions in Activism

Poetic Technique

Eliot’s Use in

Kauser's Use in My

Function in

Prufrock (1915) Mother’s Personal Activism/Advocacy
Beliefs (2004)
“The yellow fog Family dynamics Evokes emotional
that rubs its back representing resonance to
Imagery upon the window- | generational conflict highlight societal
panes” (stanza 3, (“These kids! | don’t issues
lines 1-2) know what this world’s
coming to,” line 7)
Repetition “And indeed there | “But Mother I...” (line | Reinforces themes of
will be time” 5) stresses the resistance and
(stanza 5, line 1) struggle for self- internal conflict
expression
Allusion References to No classical allusions; | Eliot critiques

Dante’s Inferno

direct references to

societal expectations;

(epigraph) and religious authority Kauser challenges
Michelangelo (“Grandfather, mum!” | religious orthodoxy
(stanza 2, line 10) | line 19)

Juxtaposition Mundane vs. Traditional beliefs vs. | Highlights internal

profound (“I have
measured out my
life with coffee
spoons,” stanza 6,
line 3)

progressive Islam
(“Caste system has
an important part in
Islam” vs. “all Muslims
are equal,” lines 9-13)

conflict and societal
tensions

Conversational
Tone

Fragmented,
introspective
monologue

Direct, familial
dialogue (“/ would like
to know, young lady,
who has taught you
this nonsense,” line
17)

Connects personal
narratives to larger
societal discourses
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The juxtaposition of poetic techniques in Eliot’s and Kauser’s works illustrates how form and
structure can amplify a poem’s activist message. Eliot’s use of imagery, allusion, and
fragmentation serves to reflect the disjointed consciousness of modern man, subtly
critiquing the alienation inherent in urban, industrial society. In contrast, Kauser employs
direct dialogue, repetition, and conversational tone to make her activism more accessible
and immediate. The function of these devices in both poems reveals how literary form can
either obscure or illuminate a poem’s political and social objectives. By analysing these
techniques, we see how poets adapt their craft to suit the urgency or subtlety of their
intended message.

5.1. Comparing My Mother’s Personal Beliefs and The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock

While T.S. Eliot’s The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock and Uzma Kauser’'s My Mother’s
Personal Beliefs emerge from distinct historical and cultural contexts, both poems grapple
with themes of alienation, identity, and societal expectations. Through their respective
explorations of personal voice, generational conflict, and social critique, these works
illuminate the multifaceted role of poetry as a tool for both introspection and activism.

Themes of Alienation and Identity:

Eliot's Prufrock encapsulates the alienation of the modern individual within an urban,
industrialised society. The protagonist’s paralysis and indecision reflect a broader existential
disconnection from societal norms and expectations, characteristic of the modernist
preoccupation with fragmentation and disillusionment (Moody, 2016). Prufrock’s internal
monologue reveals his struggle with self-identity, as he grapples with feelings of inadequacy
and the fear of societal judgment.

Conversely, Kauser’s poem addresses alienation through the lens of cultural and religious
identity, focusing on the generational tensions within a diasporic Muslim family. The
speaker’s struggle to assert her beliefs against her mother’s traditional views reflects the
intersectional challenges faced by individuals navigating multiple cultural identities. While
Eliot’s alienation is rooted in existential anxiety, Kauser’s is grounded in socio-political
realities, including religious orthodoxy, gender roles, and cultural expectations within
minority communities.
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Generational Conflict and Societal Expectations:

Both poems explore the tensions between individual agency and societal pressures, though
in markedly different ways. Prufrock’s indecision and fear of rejection stem from his
internalisation of societal norms, leading to a passive disengagement from life. His
hesitations reflect the modernist critique of conformity and the dehumanising effects of
urbanisation and industrialisation.

In contrast, Kauser’s speaker actively challenges societal and familial expectations,
engaging in a dialogue of resistance against patriarchal and sectarian structures.

The generational conflict between the speaker and her mother embodies the broader
struggles within diasporic communities to reconcile tradition with contemporary values. This
dynamic highlights the active role of poetry in social advocacy, as Kauser’s work not only
reflects but also seeks to transform the cultural narratives it critiques.

Poetic Techniques and Stylistic Contrasts:

Eliot’'s use of fragmented narratives, intertextual allusions, and stream-of-consciousness
techniques reflects the modernist aesthetic of complexity and ambiguity. His dense, layered
style invites multiple interpretations, emphasising the disjointed nature of modern existence.
Prufrock’s introspective voice and symbolic imagery create a rich tapestry of existential
themes, though his narrative remains largely insular and self-reflective.

Kauser, on the other hand, employs a direct, conversational tone, using accessible language
and dialogue to engage with real-world issues. The poem’s free verse structure mirrors the
natural rhythms of speech, enhancing its emotional immediacy and relatability. While Eliot’'s
work invites contemplation through abstraction, Kauser’s poem fosters connection and
advocacy through clarity and directness.

Socio-Political Contexts:

Eliot's Prufrock emerged in the early 20th century, amidst the socio-political upheavals of
industrialisation, urbanisation, and post-war disillusionment. The poem reflects the anxieties
of a generation grappling with the loss of traditional values and the fragmentation of modern
life. Eliot’s modernist critique, while profound, remains largely detached from direct political
activism, focusing instead on the existential dimensions of alienation (Menand, 1997).

Kauser’s poem, rooted in the post-industrial landscape of North East England, engages with
the contemporary realities of cultural diversity, religious identity, and social justice. The poem
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reflects the socio-political dynamics of diasporic communities, addressing issues of gender
equality, religious reform, and intergenerational conflict. Kauser’s work exemplifies how
poetry can function as an explicit form of activism, challenging oppressive structures and
advocating for social change within specific cultural contexts.

Table 3 below presents a side-by-side comparison of major themes in The Love Song of J.
Alfred Prufrock and My Mother’s Personal Beliefs, highlighting similarities and differences in
how alienation, identity, and societal expectations are explored.

Table 3: Comparative Overview of Themes in Eliot’s and Kauser’s Poems

Expectations

Theme T.S. Eliot's The Love Song of | Uzma Kauser's My Mother’s
J. Alfred Prufrock Personal Beliefs

Alienation Urban isolation, existential Religious alienation,
disconnection (“Let us go generational conflict (“My
through certain half-deserted | mother disagrees with the
Streets,” stanza 2, line 4) views | have on Islam,” line 1)

Identity Crisis of self-worth (“Do | dare | Assertion of religious and
disturb the universe?” stanza | cultural identity (“But mother,
5, line 7) all Muslims are equal,” line

13)
Societal Paralysis due to social Resistance against traditional

conventions (“/ have
measured out my life with
coffee spoons,” stanza 6, line
3)

religious norms (“Caste
system has an important part
in Islam,” line 9)

Generational Conflict

Implicit, societal pressures
reflecting older values (“In the
room the women come and
go, talking of Michelangelo,”
stanza 2, line 10)

Explicit, conflict with mother's
traditional views (“You must
listen to the speeches your
grandfather makes,” line 5)

Advocacy/Activism

Subtle critique of modern
society’s fragmentation (“We
have lingered in the chambers
of the sea... till human voices
wake us, and we drown,”
stanza 17, line 5)

Direct challenge to religious
orthodoxy and caste (“/ would
like to know, young lady, who
has taught you this
nonsense,” line 17).
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The thematic comparison between Prufrock and My Mother’s Personal Beliefs underscores
how alienation and identity struggles are universally resonant, yet contextually distinct.
Eliot’'s themes of existential paralysis and urban isolation reflect the modernist
preoccupation with the individual's internal crises in a rapidly changing world. Conversely,
Kauser’s themes are deeply rooted in cultural, religious, and generational conflicts, reflecting
the socio-political struggles of diasporic communities. While both poets explore the burden
of societal expectations, Kauser’s work demonstrates a more direct engagement with
activism, challenging oppressive norms within her immediate community. This comparative
analysis not only highlights the evolution of poetic activism but also illustrates the diverse
ways poets address alienation across different contexts.

6. Discussion

The comparative analysis of T.S. Eliot’'s The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock and Uzma
Kauser’s My Mother’s Personal Beliefs highlights poetry’s enduring role as a medium for
exploring alienation and fostering social advocacy. Despite their distinct historical and
cultural contexts, both works engage deeply with the themes of personal identity, societal
expectations, and the tension between tradition and modernity. This discussion elucidates
how these poems, through their unique stylistic approaches and thematic concerns,
contribute to broader discourses on activism and advocacy in literature.

Poetry as a Reflection of Societal Alienation

Eliot’'s Prufrock exemplifies the modernist preoccupation with existential dislocation and the
fragmentation of the self in an increasingly mechanised and impersonal world. The poem’s
introspective narrative and fragmented structure mirror the protagonist’s psychological
paralysis and social alienation, encapsulating the broader cultural disillusionment of post-
World War | Europe (Moody, 2016). Prufrock’s anxieties about aging, societal judgment, and
unfulfilled desires reflect the alienation experienced by individuals navigating the
complexities of modern urban life.

In contrast, Kauser’'s My Mother’s Personal Beliefs situates alienation within the specific
socio-political context of a diasporic Muslim family in post-industrial Britain. The speaker’s
struggle to reconcile her personal beliefs with her mother’s traditional values reflects the
broader challenges faced by second-generation immigrants navigating multiple cultural
identities. This form of alienation is not only personal but also communal, highlighting the
intersection of gender, religion, and cultural expectations within minority communities (Silva,
2004).
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From Personal Voice to Collective Advocacy

While Eliot's poem remains largely introspective, focusing on the internal struggles of an
isolated individual, Kauser’s work extends beyond personal narrative to engage in collective
advocacy. The speaker’s rejection of the caste system within Islam and her insistence on
the equality of all Muslims serve as a direct critique of social hierarchies and exclusionary
practices within religious communities. This shift from personal reflection to social critique
exemplifies the activist potential of poetry, demonstrating how individual experiences can be
leveraged to challenge broader societal injustices (Alexander, 2002).

Moreover, the generational conflict depicted in Kauser’s poem underscores the
interpersonal dimensions of activism, highlighting how social change often begins within the
intimate spaces of family and community. By foregrounding the emotional and relational
complexities of ideological conflict, the poem illustrates the transformative power of dialogue
and the potential for literature to foster empathy and understanding across generational and
cultural divides.

Socio-Political Contexts and Literary Movements

Eliot's Prufrock emerged during a period of profound social and cultural upheaval, reflecting
the disillusionment and fragmentation characteristic of modernist literature. The poem’s
exploration of alienation and existential anxiety aligns with the broader modernist critique of
industrialisation, urbanisation, and the erosion of traditional values (Menand, 1997).
However, Eliot's work remains largely detached from direct political activism, focusing
instead on the psychological and cultural dimensions of alienation.

In contrast, Kauser’s poem engages directly with the socio-political realities of diasporic life
in post-industrial Britain, addressing issues of religious identity, gender equality, and cultural
diversity. The poem reflects the specific challenges faced by Muslim women in navigating
patriarchal structures and advocating for progressive interpretations of religious teachings.
By situating personal narratives within broader socio-political contexts, Kauser’s work
exemplifies how contemporary poetry can function as a form of literary activism, challenging
oppressive structures and advocating for social justice.

Intersections of Gender, Religion, and Identity:

Both poems engage with the complexities of identity, though from different vantage points.
Eliot’s protagonist grapples with existential questions of self-worth and societal acceptance,
reflecting the individualistic focus of modernist literature. His alienation is largely internal,
shaped by personal insecurities and the cultural disillusionment of the early 20th century.
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Kauser’s speaker, however, navigates the intersections of gender, religion, and cultural
identity, highlighting the specific challenges faced by women in patriarchal and religiously
conservative communities. The poem'’s critique of the caste system within Islam and its
advocacy for gender equality reflect broader struggles for social reform within diasporic
communities, illustrating how personal narratives can serve as powerful tools for collective
advocacy and societal transformation.

Table 4 will contrast the socio-political landscapes influencing each poet’s work, providing a

historical backdrop for the themes discussed.

Table 4: Socio-Political Contexts of Eliot and Kauser’s Works

Contextual Factor

T.S. Eliot (Prufrock) —
Early 20th Century

Uzma Kauser (My Mother’s
Personal Beliefs) —
Contemporary Britain

Historical Background

Post-WWI disillusionment,
rise of modernism (Eliot,
1915)

Post-industrial decline,
multicultural tensions in North
East England (Silva, 2004)

Cultural Shifts

Erosion of traditional
values, fragmentation of
identity (Moody, 2016)

Generational shifts in religious
beliefs, cultural hybridity
(Alileche, 2023)

Societal Issues
Addressed

Urban alienation,
existential angst (“Do /
dare?” stanza 4, line 1)

Gender inequality, religious
orthodoxy, diasporic identity
struggles (“Caste system has
an important part in Islam,” line
9)

Political Environment

Industrialisation, early
modern urbanisation
(Menand, 1997)

Postcolonial migration, cultural
integration conflicts (Bhabha,
1994)

Activist Implications

Implicit critique of
modernity’s impact on
identity (“/ have seen the
moment of my greatness
flicker,” stanza 9, line 3)

Direct advocacy for religious
reform and gender equality
(“But mother, all Muslims are
equal,” line 13)

May 2025

Table 4 situates Eliot and Kauser within their respective socio-political contexts, revealing
how historical events and cultural shifts shape poetic expression. Eliot’s work emerges from
the disillusionment of post-WW!I Europe, where industrialisation and urbanisation contributed
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to a sense of existential fragmentation. His poetry reflects a philosophical engagement with
the broader cultural malaise of modernity. On the other hand, Kauser’s poem is a product of
contemporary Britain, grappling with issues of postcolonial migration, cultural hybridity, and
gender inequality within diasporic communities. Her direct advocacy for religious reform and
gender equality reflects the urgent need to address systemic inequalities in a globalised
society. By comparing these socio-political backdrops, we see how poetry evolves in
response to the changing dynamics of power, identity, and resistance.

6.1. Historical Context of Poetic Activism

Table 5 presents a timeline of poets who have used their work as a form of activism,
illustrating the historical continuity and evolution of poetic advocacy.

Table 5: Historical and Contemporary Poets in Activism

Era Poet Key Work(s) Themes of
Activism/Advocacy
Romantic (18th- | William Lines Composed a | Nature, individual
19th c.) Wordsworth Few Miles above | freedom, critique of
Tintern Abbey industrialisation
(1798)
Modernist (Early | T.S. Eliot The Love Song of | Alienation, societal
20th c.) J. Alfred Prufrock | fragmentation (Eliot,
(1915) 1915)
Harlem Langston Hughes | The Negro Speaks | Racial equality,
Renaissance of Rivers (1921), I, | cultural identity
(1920s) Too (1926) (Hughes, 1926)
Post-War (1940s- | Wilfred Owen Dulce et Decorum | Anti-war, critique of
60s) Est (1920) militarism (Owen,
1920)
Contemporary Maya Angelou Still I Rise, Civil rights, gender
(1970s-Present) Phenomenal equality (Angelou,
Woman (1978) 1978)
Contemporary Uzma Kauser My Mother’s Religious reform,
(2000s-Present) Personal Beliefs gender equality,
(2004) cultural identity
(Kauser, 2004)
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This table locates Prufrock and My Mother’s Personal Beliefs within the broader historical
trajectory of poetic activism, illustrating how poets across eras have engaged with social
justice and cultural critique. From William Wordsworth’s critique of industrialisation to
Langston Hughes’s celebration of African American identity during the Harlem Renaissance,
poetry has consistently served as a medium for resistance and advocacy. Wilfred Owen’s
anti-war poetry and Maya Angelou’s civil rights activism further highlight poetry’s role in
challenging oppressive systems and amplifying marginalised voices. Kauser’s contemporary
engagement with religious reform and gender equality reflects the ongoing evolution of
poetic activism, demonstrating that while the themes and contexts may change, the core
mission of poetry as a tool for social transformation remains steadfast. This historical
lineage underscores the enduring relevance of poetry in shaping collective consciousness
and inspiring societal change.

The tradition of using poetry as a form of activism and advocacy spans centuries, evolving
across different historical and cultural contexts. This section situates The Love Song of J.
Alfred Prufrock and My Mother’s Personal Beliefs within a broader lineage of poets who
have leveraged their craft to challenge societal norms and inspire social change.

As poetic activism has evolved, many poets have crossed their own Rubicons, moving from
subtle commentary to explicit advocacy. This transition is evident in the shift from Eliot’s
existential modernism to Kauser’s direct religious critique, highlighting how the rubrics of
literary tradition can either constrain or propel poets into new territories of activism.

Romantic Era (18th-19th Century):

The Romantic poets, such as William Wordsworth, laid the groundwork for poetic activism
by foregrounding themes of individual freedom, nature, and resistance to industrialisation. In
Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey (1798), Wordsworth critiques the
dehumanising effects of the Industrial Revolution, advocating for a return to nature and
introspection as a form of resistance to societal alienation.

Modernist Era (Early 20th Century):

The early 20th century witnessed the rise of modernism, a literary movement that grappled
with the fragmentation and disillusionment wrought by industrialisation, urbanisation, and
World War |. T.S. Eliot's The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock (1915) exemplifies this
modernist ethos, using fragmented structures, intertextual allusions, and existential
introspection to critique the alienation of the modern individual. While Eliot's engagement
with activism is more implicit and philosophical, his exploration of societal fragmentation
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resonates with broader critiques of modernity’s impact on human identity (Eliot, 1915).
Harlem Renaissance (1920s):

In the 1920s, the Harlem Renaissance emerged as a pivotal cultural movement, with poets
like Langston Hughes using their work to celebrate African American identity and challenge
racial injustice. Hughes’s The Negro Speaks of Rivers (1921) and I, Too (1926) assert the
resilience and dignity of Black communities, directly confronting the systemic racism of the
Jim Crow era. Hughes’s accessible, rhythmic style contrasts sharply with Eliot’s dense
modernism, exemplifying the diverse ways poetry can engage with activism (Hughes, 1926).

Post-War Era (1940s-60s):

The devastation of World War | and |l inspired poets like Wilfred Owen to use poetry as a
tool for anti-war advocacy. In Dulce et Decorum Est (1920), Owen offers a harrowing
depiction of the horrors of trench warfare, directly critiquing the patriotic rhetoric that glorified
war. His vivid imagery and unflinching realism position poetry as a powerful medium for
exposing societal truths and challenging political narratives (Owen, 1920).

Contemporary Era (1970s-Present):

In the latter half of the 20th century, poets like Maya Angelou and Meena Alexander
expanded the boundaries of poetic activism to encompass issues of gender equality, civil
rights, and postcolonial identity. Angelou’s Still | Rise (1978) and Phenomenal Woman
(1978) celebrate Black womanhood and resilience, offering a direct challenge to both racial
and gender-based oppression (Angelou, 1978). Similarly, Alexander’s work explores the
complexities of diasporic identity, advocating for cross-cultural understanding and inclusivity
(Alexander, 2002).

Contemporary Poetic Activism (2000s-Present):

Uzma Kauser’s My Mother’s Personal Beliefs (2004) continues this tradition of poetic
activism, addressing the intersection of religious orthodoxy, gender roles, and cultural
identity within a diasporic Muslim family. Unlike Eliot’s introspective modernism, Kauser’s
work engages directly with contemporary socio-political issues, challenging the caste
system within Islam and advocating for gender equality. Her accessible, conversational style
ensures that her message resonates with a broad audience, exemplifying the role of poetry
as both a personal and collective voice for social change.
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7. Conclusion: Poetry as A Catalyst for Activism and Advocacy

Anchored in the theme of “Loneliness and Isolation in Literature” from the DOGUS
UNIVERSITY, DIDE 2023 Conference, this article has explored how both Eliot's modernist
introspection and Kauser’s direct advocacy respond to the alienating forces of modern
society and religious orthodoxy. By examining the rubrics within which these poets operate
and the rubicon they cross in their engagement with activism, we underscore poetry’s
enduring role as a catalyst for personal reflection and societal transformation.

The analysis of T.S. Eliot's The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock and Uzma Kauser’s My
Mother’s Personal Beliefs underscores the significant role of poetry as both a mirror of
personal and societal alienation and a catalyst for activism and advocacy. Through their
distinct thematic concerns and stylistic approaches, these works exemplify how poetry can
articulate individual experiences of dislocation while also challenging societal norms and
fostering collective consciousness.

Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on Poetic Activism

Historically, poets such as William Wordsworth, Langston Hughes, and Wilfred Owen have
harnessed their craft to critique societal injustices and advocate for social change.
Wordsworth’s romantic celebration of nature and individual freedom challenged the
industrialisation of the early 19th century, while Hughes’ Harlem Renaissance poetry gave
voice to the struggles and aspirations of African Americans during the Jim Crow era. Owen’s
poignant war poetry exposed the brutal realities of World War |, offering a searing indictment
of the senselessness of conflict (Hughes, 1926; Owen, 1920).

In the contemporary landscape, poets like Maya Angelou and Meena Alexander continue
this legacy of poetic activism, addressing issues of racial injustice, gender inequality, and
cultural displacement. Angelou’s Still I Rise and Alexander’s explorations of diasporic
identity illustrate how poetry can serve as both a personal and collective voice, fostering
solidarity among marginalised communities and inspiring broader social movements
(Angelou, 1978; Alexander, 2002).

Kauser’'s My Mother’s Personal Beliefs aligns with this tradition, using poetry to challenge
religious orthodoxy, advocate for gender equality, and navigate the complexities of cultural
identity within a diasporic context. By juxtaposing Kauser’s work with Eliot's modernist
reflections on alienation, this study highlights the diverse ways in which poetry can engage
with and critique societal structures, from the introspective to the overtly activist.
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The Transformative Power of Poetry

Poetry’s unique ability to distil complex emotional and political realities into evocative
language renders it a particularly effective medium for both personal introspection and social
advocacy. Through the careful deployment of imagery, symbolism, and rhythm, poets can
engage both the intellect and the emotions, fostering empathy, inspiring action, and
catalysing societal transformation.

As this study demonstrates, poetry is not merely a reflection of individual or societal
alienation but a dynamic tool for activism and advocacy. Whether through Eliot’s
introspective modernism or Kauser’s socio-political critique, poetry remains a powerful
conduit for articulating marginalised voices, challenging oppressive structures, and fostering
a more inclusive and equitable society.

Future Directions in Literary Activism

In considering the future role of poetry in activism and advocacy, it is essential to recognise
the potential of literature to bridge generational, cultural, and ideological divides. As global
societies continue to grapple with issues of inequality, displacement, and identity, poetry
offers a vital space for dialogue, reflection, and resistance. The continued exploration of
literature’s potential to inspire social change and connect diverse communities underscores
its enduring relevance in both academic and activist contexts.

Ultimately, the works of Eliot and Kauser exemplify the transformative capabilities of poetry,
highlighting its capacity to engage with personal and societal issues, foster empathy and
understanding, and serve as a catalyst for meaningful change. As literature continues to
evolve in response to contemporary challenges, its role in activism and advocacy remains
as crucial as ever.

References

Alexander, M. (2002). Fault Lines: A Memoir. New York: Feminist Press.
https://www.feministpress.org/books-a-m/fault-lines

Alileche, L. (2023). Generational Shifts in Religious Beliefs in Diasporic Communities.
Journal of Cultural Studies, 15(2), 45-60.

Angelou, M. (1978). Still | Rise. New York: Random House.
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46446/still-i-rise

ISSN 2146-3328 © 2011-2025 JAMMO

Publishing Editor: Associate Prof. Dr. Feride Zeynep Guder
Reviewers: 1. Prof. Dr. Sahib M. Bleher 2. Associate Prof. Dr. Kemal Karademir 3. Dr. Sabahattin Atalay


https://www.feministpress.org/books-a-m/fault-lines
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46446/still-i-rise

Journal Academic Marketing Mysticism Online (JAMMO) Vol16. Part57. 943-966. May 2025
Available Online at https://www.journalacademicmarketingmysticismonline.net
ISSN 2146-3328 © 2011-2025 JAMMO January-June Issue 1/2025

965  Journal Academic Marketing Mysticism Online

Angelou, M. (1978). Phenomenal Woman. New York: Random House.
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/48985/phenomenal-woman

Bhabha, H. K. (1994). The Location of Culture. London: Routledge.
https://www.routledge.com/The-Location-of-Culture/Bhabha/p/book/97804 15336390

Eliot, T. S. (1915). The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock. Poetry Magazine, June.
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44212/the-love-song-of-j-alfred-prufrock

Ellmann, R. (1985). The Consciousness of Joyce. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23102652

Gardner, H. (1995). The Art of T. S. Eliot. London: Faber and Faber.
https://books.google.com.tr/books/about/The Art of T S Eliot.html?id=7rtaAAAAMAAJ&re

dir_esc=y

Hickel, J. (2017). The Divide: A Brief Guide to Global Inequality and Its Solutions. London:
Random House.
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/545610/the-divide-by-jason-hickel/

Hughes, L. (1921). The Negro Speaks of Rivers. Crisis Magazine, June.
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44428/the-negro-speaks-of-rivers

Hughes, L. (1926). I, Too. Crisis Magazine, March.
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47558/i-too

Julius, A. (1995). T.S. Eliot, Anti-Semitism, and Literary Form. London: Thames & Hudson.

Kauser, U. (2004). My Mother’s Personal Beliefs. In Silva, P. (Ed.), Sunrise and the
Whispers of Dawn (p. 8). Huddersfield: Huddersfield University Press.
https://shorturl.at/IBHUB

Marx, K. (1844). Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. Moscow: Progress
Publishers.
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1844/manuscripts/preface.htm

Menand, L. (1997). Discovering Modernism: T.S. Eliot and His Context. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

ISSN 2146-3328 © 2011-2025 JAMMO

Publishing Editor: Associate Prof. Dr. Feride Zeynep Guder
Reviewers: 1. Prof. Dr. Sahib M. Bleher 2. Associate Prof. Dr. Kemal Karademir 3. Dr. Sabahattin Atalay


https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/48985/phenomenal-woman
https://www.routledge.com/The-Location-of-Culture/Bhabha/p/book/9780415336390
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44212/the-love-song-of-j-alfred-prufrock
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23102652
https://books.google.com.tr/books/about/The_Art_of_T_S_Eliot.html?id=7rtaAAAAMAAJ&redir_esc=y
https://books.google.com.tr/books/about/The_Art_of_T_S_Eliot.html?id=7rtaAAAAMAAJ&redir_esc=y
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/545610/the-divide-by-jason-hickel/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44428/the-negro-speaks-of-rivers
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47558/i-too
https://shorturl.at/IBHUB
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1844/manuscripts/preface.htm

Journal Academic Marketing Mysticism Online (JAMMO) Vol16. Part57. 943-966. May 2025
Available Online at https://www.journalacademicmarketingmysticismonline.net
ISSN 2146-3328 © 2011-2025 JAMMO January-June Issue 1/2025

Silva 966

Moody, A. (2016). The Cambridge Companion to T. S. Eliot. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-companion-to-ts-
eliot/89925AFAACOC75894D74F854E29E7113

Ngligi wa Thiong'o. (1986). Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African
Literature. London: Heinemann.
https://www.heinemann.com/products/9780435905468.aspx

Owen, W. (1920). Dulce et Decorum Est. In The Poems of Wilfred Owen. London: Chatto &
Windus.
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46560/dulce-et-decorum-est

Said, E. W. (1978). Orientalism. New York: Pantheon Books.
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/153018/orientalism-by-edward-w-said/

Showalter, E. (1977). A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from Bronté to
Lessing. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
https://press.princeton.edu/books/paperback/9780691025896/a-literature-of-their-own

Silva, P. (Ed.). (2004). Sunrise and the Whispers of Dawn. Huddersfield: Huddersfield
University Press. https://shorturl.at/IBHUB

Wordsworth, W. (1798). Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey. In Lyrical
Ballads (1st ed.). London: J. & A. Arch.

ISSN 2146-3328 © 2011-2025 JAMMO

Publishing Editor: Associate Prof. Dr. Feride Zeynep Guder
Reviewers: 1. Prof. Dr. Sahib M. Bleher 2. Associate Prof. Dr. Kemal Karademir 3. Dr. Sabahattin Atalay


https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-companion-to-ts-eliot/89925AFAAC0C75894D74F854E29E7113
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-companion-to-ts-eliot/89925AFAAC0C75894D74F854E29E7113
https://www.heinemann.com/products/9780435905468.aspx
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46560/dulce-et-decorum-est
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/153018/orientalism-by-edward-w-said/
https://press.princeton.edu/books/paperback/9780691025896/a-literature-of-their-own
https://shorturl.at/IBHUB

