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War, as one of the principal domains of resistance literature, has long been among the most
central themes for novelists worldwide. Issues related to war have opened a vast horizon
before the art of fiction writing. War literature generally encompasses literary works that
directly or indirectly portray scenes of war, combatants, and the socio-political and economic
themes emerging within wartime settings. In this regard, the more than year-long war in Gaza,
which began in October 2023 with the “Al-Agsa Flood” operation, is considered one of the
most catastrophic and bloodiest conflicts in the contemporary history of the world. This study
examined the novel “Al-Ru’b” (Horror) by Ayman Otoom, a contemporary Jordanian
novelist, using a descriptive-analytical method and within the framework of the structural and
thematic components of war literature. In this novel, Otoom depicts himself as a critical realist
writer and narrator of a period of the Gaza war, portraying the year-long resistance of its
people against Zionist aggression. Despite adopting an anti-war and critical perspective,
Otoom approaches the concepts of steadfastness, resistance, and defense of the homeland
from a value-oriented perspective, praising the spirit of endurance and sacrifice of the people
of Gaza. While “Al-Ru’b” thoroughly addresses all aspects of the Gaza war, it presents a
unique epic atmosphere showcasing the steadfastness of a nation. By representing and
highlighting the unpleasant elements of wartime reality, the author aims to portray an entirely
resistant and steadfast community in which the catastrophe of war has created profound
scenes of sacrifice. Beyond the mimesis of the reality of war, Otoom prioritizes ideas over
form, seeking a direct, explicit expression of his ideas and intellectual positions; for the
discursive environment of the Gaza war imposes a social mission upon the author. Thus, he
views the narration of war as part of a broader ideological and value-driven apparatus.
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1. Introduction

One narrative form born of war and its related issues is the “war novel,” which, particularly in the
contemporary era and amid the widespread conflicts among nations, has gained remarkable
prominence. Although “in English-language literary term dictionaries, no independent entry is
typically devoted to the war novel” (Hosseini Eshaqgabadi et al., 2021:19), various definitions have
been proposed. For instance, Rashidifard (2004: 45) regards it as a category of the novel in which
war and war-related matters constitute the central axis, and may even become the dominant
narrative element. Likewise, Haddadi and Mansoub Basiri (2024: 242) argue that the purpose of
writing war literature is to express the political perspectives and beliefs of authors within the
framework of war. Accordingly, war literature and the creation of literary works in this field
emerge simultaneously with the outbreak of war in any nation; for instance, in contemporary
Iranian literature, “with the onset of the Imposed War in the summer of 1980, war literature also
emerged” (Mirabedini, 2007: 889).

Perhaps one of the most significant and influential operations of the Palestinian Islamic
Resistance in recent decades was the October 7, 2023, operation. Led by Hamas, this operation
fundamentally altered the military and political equations of the region, such that it “triggered a
strategic earthquake that profoundly shook the Israeli army and its doctrine, raising numerous
questions regarding its future strategies” (Mohammadi Monfared, 2023: 173). This monumental
military feat, after overcoming enemy intelligence, military, and technological structures, inflicted
an unprecedented blow on the image of the Zionist regime and plunged it into deep shock. In
response, the Zionist regime launched an unparalleled military assault on Gaza, producing
horrifying scenes of massacre and child-killing. With the unprecedented destruction of residential
homes, hospitals, roads, etc., the assault resulted in the martyrdom of more than 50,000 residents
of Gaza.

2. Method

Ayman Otoom, a contemporary Jordanian poet and novelist, wrote his novel “Al-Ru’b” (The
Horror) at the height of the Gaza war and one year after its beginning. In this work, he seeks not
only to depict the extraordinary steadfastness and resistance of the people of Gaza but also to show
readers a glimpse of the brutal crimes and massacres committed by the Zionist enemy. Through a
descriptive-analytical approach based on content analysis and within the framework of the key
components of resistance literature, this study examined the most prominent themes of resistance
in the context of the Gaza war as presented in the novel.
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3. Results

The Atrocities of the Zionist Enemy

Throughout the novel, Otoom repeatedly describes the brutal and inhumane crimes committed by
Zionists against the people of Gaza, because “unless one knows their oppressive enemy, how can
they fight and rise against them?” (Sammoud, 1995: 6/128). Otoom urges the people of Gaza to
convey to the world the brutality of criminals who are more stone-hearted and merciless than any
wild beast: “Tell the world about the monstrosity of man! Those who kill us are not human; it is
impossible that they are human; they are animals. No! They are beasts. No! beasts have hearts, but
these have none” (Otoom, 2024: 86).

The Combination of War and Love

Otoom does not limit himself to portraying the catastrophic scenes of the Gaza war; rather, he also
alludes to the theme of love, because “the best works of war literature in the world are usually those
that do not speak solely of war but simultaneously depict other dimensions of life, including
philosophical, psychological, or even romantic themes and perspectives, alongside it” (Aghajani
Bijani, 2017: 10).

Faraj, a doctor working in Gaza’s Al-Shifa Hospital, witnesses the injury of his wife, Salam,
which causes him severe emotional trauma. Faraj’s care for and companionship with his wife
becomes one of the most beautiful manifestations of love between a devoted Gazan couple. He is
ready to lose everything except his wife, because her loss would be unbearable for him:

“I am ready to lose everything except her. Losing one’s beloveds is the greatest calamity.” (Otoom,
2024: 411)

Criticism of the Silence of Arab Societies and Governments

The experience of the Palestinian resistance and the nation’s uprisings against Israeli occupation
demonstrates that “the tendency toward compromise and avoidance of war with the Zionist regime
i1s among the guiding principles of Arab governments” (Farzandi Ardakani, 2012: 410). Such
disgraceful positions escalated to the point where these governments even refrained from fulfilling
their commitments to break the blockade of Gaza and offer humanitarian aid. Consequently, “one
of the main axes of popular uprisings became opposition to compromise-oriented regimes and
support for forming governments aligned with the Axis of Resistance” (ibid: 411). In “Al-Ru’b”,
Otoom portrays the deeply negative perception of Arab governments among the people of Gaza,
so deeply that one character wished for a paradise in which no Arab may enter, viewing Arabs as
enemies and expressing utter revulsion at their presence.

Aversion to War (An Anti-War Stance)

A literary work may be classified as anti-war literature when: war constitutes its subject; the author
adopts a negative perspective toward war; war is depicted as a destructive phenomenon; the moral
collapse resulting from war is portrayed; and the suffering of those directly or indirectly affected
by war is depicted (Haddadi & Mansoub Basiri, 2024: 243).
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Although “Al-Ru’b” recounts the courageous endurance of the people of Gaza in the face of an
asymmetrical war, it also strongly reflects an anti-war discourse. The author’s view of war is
decidedly negative, yet this perspective does not prevent him from simultaneously portraying the
extraordinary heroism and steadfastness of the people of Gaza in this monumental epic of
resistance. The war writes its own narrative: “You may come to understand how war tells its story:
it writes with its own special pen, its own specific ink, and its own unique paper. Its pen is the torn
limbs of victims, its ink their blood, and its paper the walls of buildings, the pavement of streets,
and the trunks of trees” (Otoom, 2024: 247).

4. Conclusions

Since the beginning of literature and storytelling, war and narratives of war have held a significant
presence in literary discourse. Writers and literary figures, with diverse approaches, have
represented war in their works and portrayed it through various perspectives. “Al-Ru’b”, the most
recent Arabic novel depicting the 2023 Gaza war, stands as a remarkable work by contemporary
Jordanian novelist Ayman Otoom.

This novel portrays the year-long resistance, patience, and steadfastness of the people of Gaza
against the aggression of Zionist occupiers, recounting all major components of war literature such
as expressing popular resistance, describing enemy atrocities, praising patience and steadfastness,
depicting the pain and suffering caused by war, the victimization of children and their
psychological distress, and hope for a brighter future. The findings of this study indicated that:

- Otoom, by foregrounding certain human relationships in the novel, reconstructs the full scope of
Gaza’s catastrophic war experience. Furthermore, a close analytical reading revealed that despite
the devastating effects of war, the author highlights underlying layers of enthusiasm and glimmers
of hope among the people.

- Beyond portraying the Gaza war itself, “Al-Ru’b” depicts horror, disarray, displacement, and the
spirit of valor and resistance of an entire nation, including women, men, and children. Otoom, as a
critical realist writer, also analyzes the social consequences of war and offers a realistic critique,
including criticism of the silence of Arab societies.

- The novel’s title, as well as the titles in its various sections, through the lens of the semiotics of
titles, reflects the author’s core intention, effectively unveiling the novel’s themes and reinforcing
the atmosphere of steadfastness, valor, and sacrifice on the battlefield.

- Although dialogue in war novels rarely becomes challenging, in “Al-Ru’b”, the author, by
presenting the differing opinions of the characters about war-related issues, has created a
polyphonic space where different ideas are presented in a balanced manner; however, ultimately,
the goals of resistance against the aggressor and hope for the future prevail over despairing
thoughts.
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