Literature Research Quarterly
Vol. 14, No. 2,
Summer 2026

pp. 31-56
Original Article

Discursive Construction of '"Displacement' and '"the Other" in
Narratives of the Iran—Palestine War: A Case Study of the Novels
The Scorched Earth by Ahmad Mahmoud and Men in the Sun by

Ghassan Kanafani Based on Michel Foucault’s Concepts

Hossein Mohtadi'* , Somayyeh Sharooni?

1. Professor, Department of Arabic Language and Literature, Persian Gulf University,
Bushehr, Iran
2. Assistant Professor, Persian Gulf University, Bushehr, Iran

Received date: 21.05.2026 Accepted date: 25.08.2026

Abstract

In this research, utilizing a library-based method and employing a descriptive, analytical, as
well as comparative approach, the novels The Scorched Earth by Ahmad Mahmoud (1931—
2002) and Men in the Sun by Ghassan Kanafani (1936—1972) are examined as two key
works in the resistance literature of Iran and Palestine. The aim is to analyze and investigate
how power functions in constructing the discourse of war and displacement within two
different cultural contexts. Overall, this study seeks to examine the similarities and
differences between these two works in expressing concepts such as power, resistance,
displacement, and the Other. Accordingly, an effort is made to demonstrate how the
discourse of war reflects the subject of displacement and the Other in these two works.
Based on this, the theories of the prominent French sociologist Michel Foucault (1926—
1984) concerning issues such as war and power, domination and subjugation, the theory of
sovereignty, and related concepts were identified as an appropriate framework for analyzing
these works. The results of the research indicate that despite geographical differences, the
distinct nature of colonialism in the two lands, and clear differences in content, based on
Foucault's theories, both works reflect a similar logic of modern power that governs the life
and death of subjects. In both works, according to Foucault, power constructs the subject,
and the characters are shaped by discourses of power.
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Extended Abstract

Resistance and war literature constitutes a shared literary domain among nations
whose people have experienced war, displacement, and forced migration. Within
the literary traditions of Iran and Palestine, distinguished writers such as Ahmad
Mahmoud and Ghassan Kanafani have produced influential works centered on these
experiences. Although these works have received considerable scholarly attention,
most previous studies have examined each novel independently within its own
national context. The present study therefore offers a comparative analysis of two
seminal novels of Iranian and Palestinian resistance literature, Zamin-e¢ Sukhteh and
Rijal fi al-Shams, in order to investigate how power operates in constructing the
discourses of war and displacement across two distinct cultural contexts. Ahmad
Mahmoud (1931-2002), the author of Zamin-e Sukhteh, and Ghassan Kanafani
(1936-1972), the author of Rijal {1 al-Shams, are among the most prominent figures
of resistance literature in Iran and Palestine. Both writers portray the suffering of
their people during foreign aggression and seek to underscore the historical
significance of resistance and perseverance in the collective memory of their
nations.

Drawing upon library-based research and a comparative analytical approach, this
study aims to identify the convergences and divergences between the two novels in
their representation of power, resistance, displacement, and otherness. By extracting
relevant concepts from Michel Foucault's theory of discourse and power, the study
seeks to provide a deeper understanding of the culture of resistance, the
representation of war, and the operation of state power within different cultural
settings. Furthermore, it aims to contribute to a more profound interpretation of
these two significant works for scholars and readers of Iranian and Palestinian war
and resistance literature. The findings indicate that despite substantial geographical
differences and the distinct nature of colonial domination in the two societies, as
well as their contrasting narrative orientations—Zamin-e¢ Sukhteh implicitly
celebrates national resistance and defense, whereas Rijal {1 al-Shams offers a critical
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portrayal of Palestinian society—both novels reveal a similar Foucauldian logic of
modern power governing the lives and deaths of subjects. In accordance with
Foucault's proposition that power produces the subject, the characters in both novels
are constituted through discourses of power, while the discourse of war is narrated
primarily through the lived experiences of ordinary people.

In Zamin-e Sukhteh, the discourse of war reinforces the discourses of resistance
and displacement, with resistance emerging as the dominant discourse closely
intertwined with nationalism. By contrast, Rijal fi al-Shams is predominantly
structured around the discourse of displacement, while nationalism, sacred defense,
and organized resistance receive far less emphasis. Although both novels
foreground the impact of war on civilian life and identify the invading enemy as the
principal "Other," they differ fundamentally in their portrayal of resistance. In
Zamin-e Sukhteh, defending the homeland is represented as a sacred duty, and
nationalist discourse is closely connected with religious values. In contrast, Rijal fi
al-Shams presents war as an overwhelmingly destructive experience in which those
who defend their homeland become victims marked by irreversible trauma. Both
novels vividly depict displacement caused by war; however, the nature of
displacement differs significantly. In Zamin-e Sukhteh, the displaced are primarily
women and children seeking refuge from bombardment, whereas in Rijal fi al-
Shams, the displaced are men compelled to leave their homeland in search of
economic survival for their families.

¢ Consequently, displacement constitutes the dominant discourse in Kanafani's
novel, where the refugee is portrayed as an enduring victim of colonial domination.
Conversely, in Zamin-e Sukhteh, displacement is neither permanent nor dominant,
as many civilians eventually return to their hometown despite ongoing military
attacks. Moreover, displacement in Zamin-e Sukhteh involves internal migration,
whereas in Rijal fi al-Shams it takes the form of forced exile beyond national
borders. The operation of biopower also differs in the two narratives. In Zamin-e
Sukhteh, biopower coexists with public protest and collective resistance, whereas in
Rijal f al-Shams, the individual confronts power in isolation, resulting in a distinct
discursive relationship with biopower. Disciplinary mechanisms function primarily
through restricted social relations, producing feelings of loneliness and defeat rather
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than resistance. Ultimately, the Palestinian refugee is represented as an excluded
and marginalized "Other" whose silent death signifies exclusion from the dominant
social order. Finally, both novels illustrate processes of governmentality through
population management and subject formation. Nevertheless, in Zamin-e Sukhteh,
governmental institutions transform citizens into politically resistant subjects, while
in Rijal fi al-Shams, the absence of effective Arab political authority leaves
displaced individuals vulnerable, forcing them to submit to the power exercised by
smugglers and other informal actors. The concept of the "Other" is articulated on
multiple levels in both novels. The Other is not merely the invading enemy but also
the marginalized, silenced individual trapped within the mechanisms of war,
displacement, and power. However, whereas Zamin-e Sukhteh privileges the voices
of ordinary people within the narrative, Rijal f1 al-Shams concludes with the silent
elimination of the Palestinian refugee, whose death symbolizes ultimate exclusion
from the dominant discourse
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