Jostarnameh Comparative Litrature Year9 /september 2025
https://sanad.iau.ir/Journal/jostarnameh/Article/1194294

A Comparative Analysis of "Conventionalization Techniques" in the
Two Novels Scorched Earth and Headless Palms based on Jonathan

Culler’s Theory
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Abstract

Structure and meaning, as latent and potential properties of texts, assist
researchers in analyzing discourse and its descriptive and realistic levels.
Employing a descriptive-analytical approach, the present study aims to examine
the techniques of conventionalization in the novels Scorched Earth and
Headless Palms based on Jonathan Culler's theory. Ahmad Mahmoud and
Ghasemali Farasat utilize the technique of "descriptive sedimentation" in three
main axes: 1. Description of objects, places, natural events, and incidents, 2.
Depiction of appearances, emotions, and movements of characters, and 3.
Unnecessary dialogues and narration of daily routines. These techniques are
employed to bring their narratives closer to reality and enhance their
verisimilitude. Through naturalistic descriptions, they strive to portray an
unfolding phenomenon, subtly conveying the devastating reality of war to their
readers. This is achieved through meticulous depictions of sunrise and sunset,
the passage of night and day, the emotions and conditions of people, and other
such elements, all of which underscore the central theme of their narratives.
The findings reveal that Ahmad Mahmoud’s intimate, precise, and meticulous
approach to descriptive sedimentation not only facilitates the transmission of
ideas but also enhances depth, dramatization, reader engagement, and
emotional resonance. In contrast, Farasat, with his more literary and
generalized approach, is less successful in this regard. The study of social
realism in both novels—under the themes of anthropology, social challenges,
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and societal crises—plays a crucial role in decoding narrative layers and
constructing powerful, neutral, weak, intellectual, ordinary, pure, corrupt,
hopeful, despairing, or idealized images of war and its people in the reader's
mind.

Keywords: Novel, Conventionalization, Descriptive Sedimentation, Social
Realism.

Extended Abstract

- Introduction

Jonathan Culler argues that what is discussed concerning the conventions
governing a genre or an open-ended form of writing essentially pertains to the
various possibilities for the emergence of meaning, the different ways in which
a text can be conventionalized, and the means by which it is positioned within a
world defined by our culture. Undoubtedly, the assimilation or interpretation of
any concept or idea entails its articulation within the order and framework
provided by the culture to its members. This process typically takes the form of
speaking about that concept within a particular discourse that the culture deems
natural. This process has been referred to as retrieval, conventionalization,
motivation, and naturalization.

The term retrieval emphasizes the notions of recovery and utilization, and may
be understood as a desire to eliminate excess and to focus entirely on all the
elements involved in the processes of assimilation and homogenization. In this
sense, the term refers to a key component in literary and cultural studies,
highlighting the structural unity of the text and the collaboration of all its
elements in conveying meaning and producing effects. Conventionalization
refers to the process by which what initially appears strange or deviant becomes
familiar and normalized through conventional explanation and elaboration.
Motivation pertains to the justification of lexical items in a text by
demonstrating that such items are not arbitrary or externally imposed, but are
instead fully intelligible in terms of specific roles they fulfill within the textual
system. Finally, naturalization underscores the significance of culturally
realistic patterns as sources for the production of meaning and coherence. More
broadly, whatever term we use for this process, it constitutes one of the
fundamental functions of the human mind.

It appears that through this process, we render everything meaningful. By
envisioning a set of roles and structures, we ascribe meaning to these chains. To
conventionalize a text is to place it in relation to a form of discourse or a pattern
that is, in some way, already perceived as natural and intelligible. Some of
these patterns carry no literary connotation whatsoever; nevertheless, they serve
as a valuable resource for the process of naturalization. Others must be
regarded as specific conventions that prove effective in the conventionalization
of literary works. In any case, naturalization constitutes a principle for
integrating one discourse with another, or with a broader set of discourses.

- Research Methodology



Jostarnameh Comparative Litrature Year9 No 32 /Summer 2025 /138

This study is qualitative in nature and employs qualitative content analysis to
examine and interpret its findings. Initially, data will be collected through
comprehensive inductive reasoning, relying on document analysis and library-
based research methods. Subsequently, the findings will be analyzed using
qualitative content analysis and presented through analytical, descriptive, and
interpretive methods. In other words, the required data will first be extracted,
coded, and categorized based on a theoretical framework. Then, through the
analysis and interpretation of the findings, the hypotheses will be tested, and the
research questions will be addressed.

The present study aims to answer the following central question:

What narrative strategies contribute to the articulation of ideas in Ahmad
Mahmoud’s Scorched Earth and Ghasemali Farasat’s Headless Palms, based on
Jonathan Culler’s theory of narrative, and which levels of naturalization play a
more prominent role in these two novels?

- Discussion and Analysis

The use of descriptive tools and the components indicative of the level of social
naturalization in the novels differs in notable ways. Both Ahmad Mahmoud and
Ghasemali Farasat employ the technique of descriptive sedimentation along
three main axes:

1. The description of items, objects, settings, natural events, and incidents;

. The depiction of appearances, emotions, and gestures of characters;

. Unnecessary dialogues and portrayals of daily routines.

These techniques are used to bring their narratives closer to reality and to
enhance their truth-likeness. Within the framework of naturalistic descriptions,
they seek to evoke a sense of an imminent flow or event. With great subtlety,
they embed the devastating implications of war behind portrayals of sunrise and
sunset, the passage of night and day, the emotions and moods of people, and so
forth—thereby conveying the core theme of their narratives to the reader.
Farasat's descriptive style is more literary, generalized, and transient, whereas
Ahmad Mahmoud adopts a more intimate and detailed approach. Mahmoud’s
technique naturally and almost unconsciously draws the reader into the
narrative world, allowing little room for pause. In contrast, Farasat’s literary
articulation in these sections creates a brief distance, momentarily displacing
the reader from the fictional world.

Ahmad Mahmoud pays special attention to the precise depiction of his
characters—behaviorally, socially, culturally, physically, and
psychologically—in order to construct a mental space conducive to empathy
and the transmission of his ideas. While he offers more detailed portrayals of
main characters compared to secondary ones, even the brief descriptions of
minor characters are rendered with such accuracy and deliberation that the
reader can vividly visualize their form, appearance, and demeanor. Farasat
shows little interest in describing the characters in his novel. He does not delve
into their temperaments or physical details—not even those of his main
characters. As a result, the reader struggles to develop intimacy or connection
with his characters, creating a void within the narrative.
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Other significant elements used to construct atmosphere and add depth to
scenes include the depiction of everyday routines (biological, social, and
religious), instinctive and natural behaviors and reactions, seemingly
unnecessary dialogues, and various forms of social and individual interaction—
reflexive, direct, goal-oriented, or emotionally charged. These techniques help
convey the characters’ lifestyles, perspectives, and social status, effectively
portraying them as representative types of people from that historical context
and socio-political condition. All these narrative strategies contribute
substantially to the level of social naturalization in the novels, enhancing both
the realism of the fictional world and the reader’s engagement and empathy
with the narrative.

- Conclusion

The findings indicate that Ahmad Mahmoud’s intimate, meticulous, and
insightful narrative style—particularly through descriptive sedimentation—
successfully fosters reader empathy and engagement by conveying his ideas,
enriching scenes, and rendering them vividly performative. In contrast,
Farasat’s more literary and generalized approach proves less effective in this
regard. The analysis of the level of social naturalization in the two novels,
examined through the lenses of ethnography and social trauma, plays a
significant role in decoding narrative layers and constructing images—whether
beautiful or grotesque, neutral or charged, powerful or fragile, common or
intellectual, virtuous or corrupt, black, white, or gray, hopeful or despairing,
idealistic or disillusioned—about the war and the people of that era. These
representations have a profound impact on how readers perceive and internalize
the depicted world.
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