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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF GHASSAN
KANAFANI’S MASTERPIECE

In  the  landscape  of  modern  Arabic
literature, few works resonate with the
same haunting power as Men In The
Sun  Ghassan  Kanafani  crafted  in
1962. This novella, originally titled Rijāl fī
al-Shams, is far more than a story about
three Palestinian laborers seeking work
in  Kuwait.  It  is  a  profound allegory  of
displacement,  existential  despair,  and
the tragic consequences of a fragmented
national  identity.  Kanafani,  a  leading
intellectual  and  spokesman  for  the
Popular  Front  for  the  Liberation  of
Palestine,  was  assassinated  by  a  car
bomb in Beirut in 1972, but his literary
works continue to speak to generations
of readers. Men In The Sun Ghassan
Kanafani  remains  a  cornerstone  of
Palestinian literature and a universal tale
of  human  struggle,  making  it  an
essential  read for anyone interested in
understanding the deeper human costs
of political upheaval.

THE PLOT: A JOURNEY OF HOPE
AND DESPERATION

The  narrative  of  Men  In  The  Sun
Ghassan Kanafani unfolds over a few
tense  days.  The  story  follows  three
Palestinian  men  from  different
generations and backgrounds: Abu Qais,
an elderly man clinging to the memory
of his land; Assad, a young man fleeing a

shameful past; and Marwan, a teenager
burdened by his family’s poverty. They
are  brought  together  by  a  smuggler
named Abul  Khaizuran,  who agrees  to
transport them across the desert border
from Iraq to Kuwait in the empty tank of
his water truck.
The  central  journey  is  harrowing.  To
avoid  detection  at  border  checkpoints,
the men must hide inside the scorching
metal tank under the relentless sun. The
smuggler,  a  man haunted  by  his  own
failures,  makes  a  series  of  calculated
decisions  that  lead  to  a  devastating
climax.  As  they  wait,  trapped  in  the
suffocating  darkness,  the  story  flashes
back to each man’s past, revealing the
personal  tragedies  that  drove them to
seek a better life.  The final  scene, often
cited  as  one  of  the  most  powerful  in
Arabic  fiction,  delivers  a  gut-wrenching
conclusion  that  forces  the  reader  to
confront the ultimate cost of silence and
passivity.

The Symbolism
of the Desert
Sun
The sun in Men In The Sun Ghassan
Kanafani is not a life-giving force but a
relentless  oppressor.  It  represents  the
harsh reality of exile,  the indifference of
nature, and the political heat of a region
that has no room for displaced people.
The men are literally cooked inside the
tank, their bodies turning against them.
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This  visceral  imagery  transforms  the
novella  from  a  realistic  story  into  a
powerful metaphor. The sun becomes a
symbol  of  the  unforgiving  conditions
f a c e d  b y  t h o s e  w h o  a r e
stateless—conditions that are not merely
climatic but political and economic. The
heat is inescapable, and it slowly strips
the  men  of  their  humanity,  reducing
them to bare survival instincts.

THEMES THAT DEFINE THE
NOVELLA

Kanafani’s work is layered with complex
themes that go beyond the immediate
plot  of  Men  In  The  Sun  Ghassan
Kanafani.  These  themes  are  what
elevate the book from a simple tragedy
to a timeless commentary on the human
condition.

The Silence of
the Oppressed
One of the most striking elements of the
novella is the theme of silence. The men
rarely speak about their true feelings or
their  horrific  situation.  The  smuggler,
A b u l  K h a i z u r a n ,  i s  u n a b l e  t o
communicate his own fears and regrets.
This  silence  is  a  direct  reflection  of  the
political voicelessness of the Palestinian
people  at  the  time.  Kanafani  suggests
that their silence is complicit in their own
destruction.  The famous final  line of  the
book—"Why  didn’t  you  knock  on  the
sides  of  the  tank?"—is  a  damning
indictment of those who suffer in silence
rather  than  fighting  for  their  existence.
The  question  is  directed  at  the  dead
men, but it is really aimed at the reader
and at a generation that failed to act.

Fragmentation
and Lost Identity
Each  character  in  Men  In  The  Sun
Ghassan  Kanafani  represents  a
different  aspect  of  the  Palestinian
diaspora.  Abu  Qais  is  the  old  guard,
nostalgic  for  the  land  and  unable  to
adapt.  Assad is  the  proud young man
who  cannot  escape  the  shame  of  his
past.  Marwan  is  the  future,  already
burdened by the weight of his family’s
expectations.  Together,  they  form  a
fragmented  whole.  They  cannot  unite
effectively  because  each  is  trapped  in
his  own  story.  Kanafani  uses  this
fragmentation  to  critique  the  internal
divisions within the Palestinian national
movement.  The  failure  of  the  men  to
work together inside the tank mirrors the
failure  of  the  broader  community  to
unite against a common enemy.

Economic
Desperation and
Exploitation
The  journey  in  Men  In  The  Sun
Ghassan Kanafani  is  driven  by  pure
economic necessity. These men are not
adventurers; they are desperate laborers
willing to risk death for  the chance to
earn money in the oil-rich Gulf  states.
Kanafani  paints  a  bleak picture of  the
capitalist  system  that  exploits  the
vulnerable.  The  smuggler  himself  is  a
victim of  this  system, a man who has
been  emasculated  by  his  own failures
and now profits  from the desperation  of
others.  The  novella  exposes  how
economic  inequality  forces  people  into
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impossible situations, where the choice
is between starvation and a slow death
in  the  desert.  This  theme  remains
painfully  relevant  in  today’s  world  of
migration and labor exploitation.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: THE
FACES OF DISPLACEMENT

The power of Men In The Sun Ghassan
Kanafani lies largely in its deeply drawn
characters. Each man carries the weight
of  a  specific  trauma,  and  together  they
form a composite portrait of a people in
crisis.

Abu Qais: The
Weight of
Memory
Abu Qais is the eldest of the three. He is
a man who once owned land in Palestine
and  now  finds  himself  rootless.  His
memories of the soil, of his wife, and of
his  former  life  are  so  vivid  that  they
physically pain him. He represents the
generation that experienced the Nakba
directly. His inability to let go of the past
makes  him  unable  to  function  in  the
present. In the tank, he suffers the most,
both physically and emotionally. He is a
tragic figure, paralyzed by nostalgia and
unable to take decisive action. His death
is the death of  a memory that cannot
find a place in the new world.

Assad: The Pride
of the Young
Assad  is  a  younger  man,  proud  and
defiant,  but  he  carries  a  secret  shame
that drives him out of his community. He

is a symbol of the generation that wants
to  escape  the  past  but  cannot.  He  is
loud, opinionated, and full of energy, yet
he  is  also  the  most  fragile.  His  pride
leads him to make reckless decisions. In
the  confined  space  of  the  tank,  his
arrogance dissolves into panic. Assad’s
story is a warning about the dangers of
unbridled pride in a world that offers no
room for dignity. His fate is a cruel irony:
he fled one form of shame only to die in
a more degrading manner.

Marwan: The
Burdened Child
Marwan is the youngest, barely a man,
and he carries the weight of his family’s
survival on his shoulders. He is naïve but
determined, still capable of dreaming of
a better future. He represents the next
generation,  the  one  that  should  have
inherited hope but instead inherits only
struggle.  Marwan’s  death  is  the  most
tragic because he had the most to live
for.  His  story  underscores  the  cyclical
nature of poverty and displacement. He
is the child who never gets to grow up, a
sacrifice to the greed and indifference of
a world that does not care about the fate
of the stateless.

Abul Khaizuran:
The Tragic
Smuggler
Perhaps the most complex character in
Men In The Sun Ghassan Kanafani is
the smuggler himself. Abul Khaizuran is
a  man  who  has  lost  everything—his
business, his dignity, his manhood (both
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literally  and  metaphorically,  as  he  is
impotent).  He  is  a  collaborator  in  the
system of exploitation, yet he is also a
victim. His decision to take the men is
motivated  by  greed,  but  it  is  also  a
desperate  attempt  to  regain  his  lost
status. His final moments, sitting outside
the truck while the men die inside, are
filled with a terrible awareness. He is the
silent witness to a crime that he helped
commit. His guilt is the guilt of an entire
generation that failed to speak out.

LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE AND
INFLUENCE

Since its publication, Men In The Sun
Ghassan  Kanafani  has  achieved
canonical status in Arabic literature. It is
studied in  universities  across the Arab
world  and  has  been  translated  into
numerous  languages.  The  novella  is
praised  for  its  tight  structure,  its
symbolic  richness,  and  its  unflinching
realism. Kanafani  was a master of  the
s h o r t  f o r m ,  a n d  t h i s  n o v e l l a
demonstrates  his  ability  to  condense
epic themes into a compact, devastating
narrative. The work is often compared to
other  existentialist  literature  of  the
mid-20th  century,  but  it  remains
uniquely  Palestinian  in  its  specific
historical  and  political  context.

Adaptations and
Cultural Impact
The  story  was  adapted  into  a  film  in
1972,  d i rected  by  the  Egypt ian
filmmaker  Tewfik  Saleh.  The  film,  titled
The Dupes, is considered a masterpiece
of  Arab cinema and faithfully  captures
the  bleakness  of  the  novella.  The  film
adaptation helped to bring Men In The
Sun  Ghassan  Kanafani  to  an  even

wider audience. Additionally, the novella
has  inspired  countless  works  of  art,
music, and political commentary. It has
become a shorthand for the plight of the
Palestinian people and a symbol of the
tragedy of exile. The phrase "why didn’t
you knock?" has entered the lexicon of
Arab political discourse, used to critique
passivity in the face of oppression.

WHY THIS STORY REMAINS
RELEVANT TODAY

Over  sixty  years  after  its  publication,
Men In The Sun Ghassan Kanafani
has  lost  none of  its  power.  In  fact,  it
seems more urgent than ever. The world
is  witnessing  unprecedented  levels  of
migration, with millions of people fleeing
war,  poverty,  and climate change. The
image of human beings hidden in trucks,
boats,  and  cargo  containers,  risking
death for a chance at a better life, is a
daily  reality.  Kanafani’s  novella  is  a
t i m e l e s s  m e d i t a t i o n  o n  t h e
dehumanization  of  migrants  and  the
silence  of  a  world  that  allows  these
tragedies to happen. It is a call to action,
a demand that we knock on the sides of
the  tank  and  refuse  to  let  suffering  go
unnoticed.

The Question of
Responsibility
The  final  question  of  the  novella—"Why
didn’t you knock?"—is a moral challenge.
It asks who is responsible for the deaths
of these men. Is  it  the smuggler? The
border guards? The society that rejected
them? Or is it the men themselves, for
not  fighting  harder  for  their  lives?
Kanafani  refuses  to  give  a  simple
answer. Instead, he places the burden of
responsibility on the reader. We are all
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implicated  in  the  silence.  The  novella
compels us to ask ourselves: what are
we willing to do to break the silence and
prevent further tragedies? This question
is as relevant today as it was in 1962.

CONCLUSION: A MASTERPIECE OF
ANGUISH AND WARNING

Reading  Men  In  The  Sun  Ghassan
Kanafani  is an experience that leaves
an  indelible  mark.  It  is  a  short  book,
easily  read  in  a  single  sitting,  but  its
emotional weight lingers for a lifetime.
Kanafani  achieved the remarkable feat
of creating a story that is at once deeply
specific  to  the  Palestinian  experience

and universally human. The three men in
the tank are not just Palestinians; they
are  every  displaced  person,  every
migrant, every soul trapped between a
past they cannot reclaim and a future
that  refuses  to  welcome  them.  The
novella  is  a  tragedy,  but  it  is  also  a
warning. It urges us to break our silence,
to  knock  on  the  wal ls  of  our  own
indifference,  and  to  refuse  to  accept  a
world where human beings are left to die
in  the  sun.  For  anyone  seeking  to
understand the soul of a people in exile,
and the profound cost of statelessness,
Men In The Sun Ghassan Kanafani
remains an essential, heartbreaking, and
unforgettable work of literature.


