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Abstract

This research investigates how the experience of exile is transformed into an
epistemological crisis in language, examining the works of two avant-garde figures of
modern poetry: Yadollah Royaei (architect of the Persian “Hajm” poetry) and Salim
Barakat (a prominent innovator in Arabic poetry). The central question is how physical and
mental displacement has driven these two poets towards a fundamental project of
deconstructing language. Applying Derrida’s deconstruction theory, particularly the critique
of “logocentrism” and the logic of “difference-deferral,” it becomes apparent that Royaei
and Barakat have transformed language from a medium for representing reality into a self-
referential, exiled, and self-sufficient space. In this new realm, words are freed from the
dominance of fixed meanings and engage in a decentralized network of suspended and
shifting connotations. A crucial point is that both poets achieve this goal through
contrasting paths: Royaei with the minimalist strategy of “Hajm” poetry and spatial
emptying, and Barakat with a maximalist approach of accumulating personal myths and
ancient vocabulary. The convergence of these approaches results in a “poem-object” that is
no longer “a narrative of exile,” but rather its “material and linguistic embodiment”; a
language that itself becomes a ruined homeland, and the only possibility of inhabiting it is
the continuous reconstruction of its ruins.
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1. Introduction

Modern poetry, in its deepest layers and most fundamental definition, is the
history of a crisis—a multifaceted crisis that forms the fabric of twentieth-century
thought and whose roots go back to the collapse of metaphysical, religious, and
political systems. This crisis is, above all, a crisis of the ‘“subject”: the
disintegration of the unified, stable, Cartesian “I” that, from the Renaissance
onward, considered itself the center and master of the world. Consequently, this is
also a crisis of “meaning”: a doubt in the existence of absolute truths, grand
narratives, and reliable centers of meaning to which one could turn. Yet, at the
heart of these crises lies a deeper and more pervasive one: the crisis of language.

Language, which in the Western philosophical tradition—from Plato to
Saussure—was perceived as a transparent mirror, a reliable tool for representing
reality and conveying meaning, became a “problem” in the modern era. In this
period, language was no longer a clear window onto the world. Instead, it became
an obstacle: a wall, a prison, or, at best, a frosted and warped glass that shows the
world not as it truly is, but as the structure of language permits it to be shown.

Amidst this, the fundamental and devastating experience of “exile”—whether
as a physical displacement and geographical wandering, or as an existential and
internal state of alienation and non-belonging—has brought this linguistic crisis to
its peak and into a tragic condition. Exile confronts the poet with the most
fundamental and painful questions about their relationship with their “mother
tongue” and the concept of “homeland.” The mother tongue, once considered the
“house of being” (in Heidegger’s terms) and something natural and self-evident,
transforms for the exiled individual into a “relic,” a “phantom,” or a “personal
museum.” When the poet is forcibly or voluntarily uprooted from their
geographical, cultural, social, and historical context, language is simultaneously
severed from its referential, self-evident, and shared anchors. Words, which
derived their meaning from a living context, a shared memory, and a collective
experience, suddenly hang in a void, losing their weight or bearing the heaviness
of a loss. Language transforms from a “safe home” into a “foreign and
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problematic space.” The exiled poet can no longer regard language as a

transparent, neutral, and reliable tool; language itself becomes another “place of
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exile,” a space where every word is a reminder of a loss and every sentence is a
painful and futile attempt to reconstruct a wholeness forever lost.

This research aims to examine this complex and profound phenomenon through a
detailed structural and comparative analysis of the works of two of the most
radical, innovative, and yet most difficult representatives of this condition in
contemporary Persian and Arabic poetry: Yadollah Royaei (1932-2018) and
Salim Barakat (b. 1951). The deliberate choice to place these two poets’ side by
side is based on a remarkable convergence in their confrontation with the crisis of
language, which, despite fundamental differences in their tactics, leads to a
unified strategy.

Royaei, the founder of the influential “Volume Poetry” movement and its
theorist, with his conscious project of deconstructing Persian poetic language and
emphasizing the word’s independence from the yoke of conventional and
referential meaning, created a kind of “self-willed” and philosophical exile from
deep-rooted linguistic traditions. Having spent long years in physical exile in
Paris, he transformed this lived experience into an ontological project within
language. He absolved language of the heavy duty of representing the external
world and expressing personal emotions, turning it into a three-dimensional, self-
referential, and dynamic space where words, silences, and empty spaces interact
and engage in dialogue. His poetry, particularly in collections like Haftad Sang-e
Qabr (Seventy Tombstones) and Labrikhteh-ha (The Overflowed), is poetry that
seems to occur in a vacuum, in an inter-word space not unlike the limbo of an
exiled and homeless mind—a mind severed from certainties and wandering in an
endless network of possibilities.

On the other side of this comparison is Salim Barakat, the Kurdish-Syrian poet
and novelist who writes in Arabic, the prime and tragic example of a dual and
intertwined exile: first, exile from his homeland and Kurdish identity, and second,
exile within the Arabic language itself, which for him is the language of the “Other”
and yet the only possible and powerful tool for self-expression. This dual and highly
tense situation has driven him to create a intensely personal, dense, mythic, and
deliberately estranged poetic language. Barakat’s language, despite his stunning and
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unparalleled mastery of the vast classical heritage of Arabic language and literature,
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always carries within it a sense of “alienation,” “non-belonging,” and even a kind of
“violence.” It is as if his language is an uninvited “guest” in the magnificent house
of Arabic poetry who, with rebelliousness, audacity, and genius, messes up the
furniture of this house to create his own space, even at the cost of becoming more
estranged. By summoning obscure and archaic vocabulary, he effectively exiles the
Arabic language from its familiar context, turning it into a strange and unfamiliar

land for Arabic speakers themselves.

Therefore, the central question of this article is: How does the experience of
“exile” (which for Royaei has a more existential, philosophical, and self-willed
aspect, and for Barakat a more physical, political, and cultural-identitarian one) lead
to a shared aesthetic strategy, namely “linguistic homelessness”? How do these two
poets, from two different starting points, through the systematic deconstruction of
syntax, the transformation of vocabulary, the collapse of linear time, and the
creation of unexpected imagery, create a language that is no longer a mirror to the
world, but rather a homeless world and a self-sufficient parallel existence?

Moving beyond the boundaries of traditional analyses in comparative literature,
which often focus on direct influence or simple thematic comparisons, this
research examines the deep structural and philosophical convergences in the
poetry of these two poets to show how the shared crisis of modernity has led to
similar linguistic solutions, albeit through different paths. Employing the tools of
deconstruction theory in analyzing poetic examples from these two stylistically
distinct poets indicates that the systematic “difficulty” and “obscurity” in their
poetry is not the result of an expressive weakness or a purely formal choice, but
an epistemological necessity for confronting the collapse of meaning and
embodying this collapse within the form itself. Another focal point of this research

is rethinking the concept of exile. We elevate exile from a poetic “theme”
(nostalgia, homesickness, etc.) to a “constitutive linguistic condition”—a
condition in which language itself becomes the place of exile, and the poetic form
constructs the architecture of this linguistic exile.
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