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ABSTRACT

This study examines discursive acts of resistance in Behrouz Boochani’s No
Friend But the Mountains (2018) to show how language can challenge
disciplinary power structures and act as a tool for reclaiming agency. The
research employs a qualitative methodology within the framework of critical
discourse analysis (CDA) as conceptualized by Fairclough, integrating three
analytical levels—text, discursive practice, and social practice—with a dynamic
multilingual perspective. The dataset comprises 45 selected paragraphs extracted
from the English translation of the novel using purposive sampling. These
paragraphs illustrate the linguistic tension between the totalizing institutional
power and the marginalized subjectivity of detainees. Findings indicate that
Boochani employs discursive strategies of resistance that assert individual
identity while simultaneously enabling the emergence of collective and
transnational subjectivities. The novel exemplifies how prison literature can
move beyond mere representation, presenting language as an active, agentive
medium.

KEYWORDS
Critical Discourse Analysis, Dynamic Multilingualism, Prison Literature,
Discursive Resistance, Collective Identity, Language and Agency.

Copyright © 2026 The Authors. Published by Payame Noor University.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International
license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/). Non-commercial uses of the work are

permitted, provided the original work is properly cited.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.30473/il.2026.76767.1732
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2564-2950
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-0300-6582
https://doi.org/10.30473/il.2026.76767.1732

Journal of Sociolinguistics | Volume 9 (New series volume), Issue 1, Serial 33, Winter 2026 66

Introduction

Recent developments in discourse studies have shifted attention to the productive role of
language in social life, considering it not as a neutral medium but as a form of social action
capable of shaping reality (Fairclough, 1989; Wodak & Meyer, 2001). Fairclough (1995)
emphasizes that language is deeply intertwined with power and ideology, reproducing and
contesting authority simultaneously. Marginalized contexts—such as prisons, exile, and refugee
detention—thus become sites of potential discursive struggle.

Boochani’s No Friend But the Mountains narrates the indefinite detention of the author and
his fellow detainees on Manus Island (Papua New Guinea), positioning the novel within the
prison literature genre. Its production, however, distinguishes it from traditional texts: Boochani
wrote the narrative while detained, sending WhatsApp messages to his translator, who
concurrently rendered them into English. This method situates the work at the intersection of
digital, transnational, and multilingual practices, reflecting a testimonial engagement with
multiple discourses of refuge, human rights, and resistance.

Unlike traditional prison narratives that merely depict confinement (e.g., Marchenko, Simaye
Zende be Goran, or Dumas, The Count of Monte Cristo), Boochani’s work emerges from a
context of active contestation against systemic dehumanization. Following Goffman’s (1961)
concept of the “total institution” and Foucault’s (1977) framing of institutions as mechanisms of
agency suppression, the novel aligns with activist prison literature, comparable to Havel’s The
Power of the Powerless and Mandela’s Long Walk to Freedom.

Theoretical Framework
The study employs a triadic theoretical lens combining critical discourse analysis (Fairclough,
1995) and dynamic multilingualism (Garcia & Wei, 2014.(

Disciplinary Power (Foucault, 1977): Power functions not solely as repression but as
pervasive mechanisms shaping identity and meaning. In the Manus detention context, detainees
were reduced to numerical identifiers, exemplifying institutional dehumanization. CDA
facilitates analysis of how language can expose, contest, and transform such power relations.

Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 1995): CDA enables examination across three
interconnected levels:

— Text: Lexical, syntactic, and rhetorical features.

— Discursive practice: Production, distribution, and intertextuality.

— Social practice: Connection to ideological and institutional power structures.

Dynamic Multilingualism (Garcia & Wei, 2014): Multilingual practices are treated as
cognitive and social acts enabling access to meaning beyond a single language. Multilingual
repertoires in the novel operate as tools for cultural resilience, resistance, and identity
reconstruction.

By combining these perspectives, the study interrogates how Boochani’s language choices
mediate power and agency in a multilingual, institutionally oppressive context.

Methodology
The research is qualitative, using an interpretive-critical CDA approach. Data were drawn from
the English translation of the novel to ensure fidelity to the global readership. Purposive
sampling identified 45 paragraphs exemplifying discursive resistance. Paragraphs were selected
based on the presence of:

Explicit or implicit institutional discourse (e.g., administrative, military, or bureaucratic
language)

Authorial resistance strategies (e.g., code-switching, humor, intertextuality, semantic
inversion)

Coding and Analysis: Paragraphs were coded into three primary categories derived via
abductive reasoning;:
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1. Multilingualism as epistemic resistance

2. Inverted appropriation and parody of bureaucratic power

3. Construction of collective identity and transnational solidarity
Each paragraph was analyzed at the textual, discursive, and social levels, with dynamic
multilingual practices highlighted across all analyses.

Findings and Discussion
1. Multilingualism as Epistemic Resistance:

Boochani deploys Kurdish, Persian, and English in a fluid network that challenges the
authority of institutional language. Multilingualism operates as an epistemic tool, reconstructing
personal and cultural memory, and undermining official discourses. Examples include the use of
Kurdish lullabies and Persian terms that carry emotional and cultural resonance absent in
English.

2. Semantic Resistance and Bureaucratic Parody:

Administrative discourse is subverted through humor, exaggeration, and inversion. By
parodying official commands and labels (e.g., “illegal arrivals”), Boochani exposes the
absurdity and violence of institutional language, transforming tools of control into instruments
of critique.

3. Identity Construction and Transnational Solidarity:

Through multilingual writing and narrative strategies, the novel articulates both individual
and collective identity. Practices such as juxtaposing English and Kurdish terms (e.g., freedom /
«l;6) assert agency and resist reduction to administrative abstraction. The text also cultivates

empathy and awareness among transnational audiences, highlighting the universal dimension of
institutional oppression.

Conclusion

No Friend But the Mountains exemplifies how language functions not merely as representation
but as a discursive act of resistance. Boochani’s strategic use of multilingualism, semantic
inversion, and narrative parody demonstrates the capacity of prison literature to challenge
hegemonic power, reclaim subjectivity, and foster collective and transnational solidarity. This
study contributes to scholarship on CDA, prison literature, and multilingual agency,
highlighting the creative and resistant potential of language in contexts of systemic oppression.
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Critical Discourse Analysis, Dynamic Multilingualism, Prison Literature, Discursive
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“In Farsi I call the sea "L,,>" because in that

single word there is a depth of sorrow and
longing that English cannot carry, a weight
shaped by years of exile, loss, and the memory of

every coastline I left behind”.
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“I wrote the English word ‘freedom’ beside

the Kurdish ’d>l )'Lj‘ on the damp wall, insisting
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“The guard mocks my Kurdish accent every

azdlCowl eglde (63, al,

time I speak, yet each word that slips from my
tongue, shaped by mountains and mothers,
becomes a quiet rebellion against the sterile

language they try to force upon me”.
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“The officer shouted the regulation number

as if it were sacred law, so I repeated it back to
him in an exaggerated bureaucratic tone, turning

his command into a parody that exposed how
absurdly fragile the whole system truly was”.

1. Parodic Subversion of Hegemony
2. Disenchantment

that both worlds exist together, refusing the
system’s attempt to reduce my identity to a

number or a file”.
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“The guard called us ‘illegal arrivals,” but I

repeated the phrase back with such dramatic
emphasis that the term sounded ridiculous,
exposing how language had been weaponized to
diminish our existence into a mere administrative

label”.
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“When the security officer referred to the

detention block as a ‘processing center,” I
repeated the term slowly—‘pro-cess-ing’—
breaking it into absurd syllables until it revealed
its true meaning: a factory designed to grind

people into silence”.
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When one man cried for his mother, every
language in the compound rose to comfort him—
Tamil hymns, Persian prayers, Kurdish
murmurs—proving that grief needs no
translation to bind strangers into a single

lifeline”.
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“In the suffocating heat of the compound, we

whispered our stories to each other—Iranians,
Kurds, Tamils, Afghans—until the borders
between us dissolved, and a new ‘we’ emerged,

woven from shared wounds and stolen futures”.
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“When one man spoke about freedom, it no

longer belonged to his nation or mine; the word
expanded, becoming a shared horizon we were
all walking toward together, a borderless
destination built from the dreams of people with

no homeland”.
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“Each night, we told our stories to the tiny

phone camera, knowing the world beyond the
island might finally witness us, turning digital
pixels into a bridge that connected our isolation

to global outrage”.
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