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This study offers a comparative analysis of Badr Shakir al-Sayyab’s poetry,
examining two classical poems, “I Have Broken a Bond” and “Hurricanes,”
alongside two free-verse poems, “A Poem to Revolutionary Iraq” and “A
City without Rain.” Drawing on Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), the
study investigates how poetic form contributes to the representation of
social and human issues and reflects cultural and political transformations.
The analysis focuses on linguistic structures, lexical choices, and
metaphorical imagery across three interconnected levels: textual practice,
discursive practice, and social practice.The findings show that the classical
form, despite its symbolic richness, rhetorical force, and epic qualities, is
shaped by metrical and rhyming constraints that may limit the direct
representation of concrete lived experiences, particularly in contexts of
social crisis. Free verse, by contrast, provides greater structural and
linguistic flexibility through variations in line length, rhythm, and lexical
choices. This flexibility enables al-Sayyab to represent everyday life,
human suffering, social crises, and collective experiences in more concrete,
dynamic, and multilayered ways. His use of natural and social imagery also
contributes to the representation of broader issues such as corruption,
economic hardship, drought, and political change.The study argues that al-
Sayyab’s transition from classical poetry to free verse was not merely an
aesthetic transformation but was closely connected to broader social and
historical changes. Free verse provided him with expressive resources that
enabled him to engage more directly with social realities, articulate human
suffering, and develop a more effective mode of social critique.
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1. Introduction

The mid-twentieth century witnessed severe socio-political turbulence in the Arab world,
specifically in Iraq, fueled by anti-colonial movements, rapid urbanization, and acute class friction.
Traditional Arabic poetry (Qasidah), governed by monorhyme (Qafiyah) and rigid symmetrical
meters, proved inadequate for articulating the fragmented, contradictory, and urgent realities of
modern society. Within this historical rupture, the Free Verse (a/-Shi r al-Hurr) movement emerged,
pioneered by Badr Shakir al-Sayyab. While the formalist and stylistic innovations of Al-Sayyab have
been widely investigated, the organic dialectic linking poetic-metric form to ideology, power
relations, and socio-discursive shifts remains under-theorized. This study examines how Al-Sayyab’s
formal transition mediated underlying social transformations and reconfigured the discursive
representation of subaltern struggles.

2. Methodology

The research adopts Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)
framework:

1.Textual Dimension (Description): Statistical and qualitative examination of morphosyntactic
features (verbal tense and aspect), lexical choice, and prosodic architectures.

2.Discursive Practice Dimension (Interpretation): Investigation of textual production and reception
processes, focusing on the shifting persona of the speaker.

3.Social Practice Dimension (Explanation): Situate linguistic-formal patterns within the broader
historical matrix of 1950s Iraq, marked by British imperial hegemony, peasant oppression, and
revolutionary unrest.

The corpus was selected purposively from Al-Sayyab’s Complete Works (2005 documentary
edition), contrasting two thematic pairs to isolate the formal variable:

3.Revolutionary/Exhortative Discourse: The classical ode «Hattamtu Qaydan min Quyudy» vs. the
free-verse poem «Qasidah ila al-Iraq al-Tha’iry.

4.Discourse of Crisis and Social Injustice: The classical ode «4’asir» vs. the free-verse poem
«Madinah bila Matar».

3. Results

Textual and quantitative analysis revealed stark structural divergence:

-Verbal Aspect and Tense: Classical poems exhibited a heavy dominance of past-tense and
imperative forms, accounting for 65%65\%65% of verbal structures (111111 past/imperative verbs
vs. 666 present-tense verbs; e.g., hararrtu, raqaytu, i’sifi, thuri). Conversely, free-verse
compositions demonstrated an overwhelming prevalence of present-tense and imperfective verbs,
reaching 73%73\%73% (191919 out of 262626 identified verbs; e.g., sayadhubu, tatfahu, tu’arrigu,
yaghidu, nadhbulu, nahimu).

-Lexical and Sensory Choices: The classical corpus relied on abstract, grandiloquent tropes (absolute
freedom, mythical tyrants, eternal martyrdom). Free verse favored tangible, visceral, and subaltern
imagery rooted in immediate material deprivation (parched alleys, clay braziers, dry reed throats,
empty rooms, and bodily hunger).

4. Discussion

At the discursive and social levels, these linguistic choices reflect fundamental shifts in ideology and
power relations:

-The preponderance of past and imperative verbs in classical forms projects categorical finality and
oratorical didacticism, positioning the poet as a transcendent, authoritative vanguard instructing the
masses. In contrast, the present tense in free verse enacts an unfinalized temporal ongoingness,
foregrounding lived crisis and continuous collective struggle.

-By emancipating the poetic line from the rigid, self-contained distich (Bayt), the free-verse structure
dismantled the hierarchical distance between the elite intellectual and the subaltern. The pervasive
use of the inclusive first-person plural (“we wander” / nahimu, “we await” / nantaziru) embeds the
poetic persona within communal vulnerability. Furthermore, metric plasticity enabled the seamless
synthesis of ancient myth (Tammuz, Ishtar) with concrete anti-feudal and anti-imperial resistance.

5. Conclusion

Al-Sayyab’s formal rupture from classical prosody to free verse was not merely an aesthetic or
formalist experimentation, but a structural imperative driven by socio-historical transformations. The
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monorhyme ode, by virtue of its symmetrical rigidity, inherently reinforced a totalizing, monologic,
and abstract discourse. In contrast, the spatial and rhythmic elasticity of free verse democratized
poetic discourse, creating a polyphonic, realistic, and counter-hegemonic medium capable of
exposing institutional domination and articulating the visceral suffering of marginalized
communities in modern Iraq.
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