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Presenting a Narratological Model of Masnavi Ma’navi Based on the Temporal Element in
Gérard Genette’s Narrative Theory

Meysam Soleimani?, Farzaneh Yousef Ghanbari 2’Hamidreza Ardestani Rostami!, Masoud Kheradmandpour*
1. Department of Persian Language and Literature, Dez.C., Islamic Azad University, Dezful, Iran.

2. Department of Persian Language and Literature, Dez.C., Islamic Azad University, Dezful, Iran. (Corresponding Author).
*Corresponding Author’s Email: Farzane.ghanbari@iau.ir

Abstract

The function of the temporal element within the domain of narrative literature has consistently manifested itself from diverse perspectives
and dimensions. In fact, telling or writing a narrative without the involvement of time appears to be impossible. According to Genette’s
theory, when events are not narrated at the time of their occurrence or in their proper sequence, the chronological order of events within
the story becomes disrupted in the narrative. Events that describe future occurrences and those that recount past incidents are referred to
as prolepsis and analepsis, respectively. The present study aims to analyze the short and long narratives within Masnavi Ma ’navi using
Genette’s theory, which is considered one of the most contemporary theories concerning the elements of focalization and temporality in
narrative structure. This study was conducted using a descriptive—analytical method. The findings indicate how Rumi, in Masnavi Ma navi,
skillfully and beautifully harnesses the literary-narrative capacities of the temporal element and focalization in crafting his stories,
contributing to the timelessness of his work in the minds of readers. The narrative in Masnavi does not flow linearly; rather, it contains
numerous disruptions that arise from various narrative factors. To recover from these disruptions and resume the narrative, Rumi employs
unique techniques that reintegrate the listener into the flow and atmosphere of the interrupted story. These narrative return formulas in
Masnavi are not only used when the narrator deviates from the main narrative due to interpretive digressions and intends to return, but
also when elaborating on the setting or characters within the main story itself.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The present study investigates the narrative
model of Masnavi Ma’navi through the lens of
Gérard Genette’s theory of time in narrative
structure, aiming to reveal how temporal
manipulations influence the reception,
construction, and depth of stories in this
classical Persian masterpiece. The research
underscores that no narrative unfolds without
time—an element so intrinsic that its disruption

disturbs the coherence of the plot. As Genette
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disruptions like

explains, analepsis

(flashbacks) and prolepsis (flash-forwards)
alter the narrative's order, compelling readers
to actively reconstruct timelines (3). The
analysis demonstrates how Molavi employs
such shifts not randomly, but as stylistic tools
that deepen narrative engagement and
philosophical reflection. Narrative in Masnavi
is non-linear, filled with digressions and
interpretative breaks that the author mends
thematic

through recurring motifs,
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reinforcements, and seamless re-entries into
the main narrative thread. This narrative
elasticity is deeply rooted in Genette’s three-
part distinction of story, narrative, and
narration—where story refers to the actual
sequence of events, narrative to the
reconstructed plot, and narration to the act of
telling (4). The integration of such theoretical
perspectives into the textual analysis offers
insights into the profound sophistication
embedded in Molavi's stories, often
underestimated due to their didactic tone and
mystical symbolism.

Methodologically, this study adopts a
structuralist narratological framework, treating
each story not as a standalone entity but as a
constellation of interrelated components
analyzed through  objective  scrutiny.
Structuralism, as conceptualized by literary
theorists, involves decoding the underlying
systems that govern narrative forms rather
than assessing aesthetic or thematic value (2).
Applying this lens to Masnavi emphasizes the
repetitive deep structures—such as parables,
nested stories, and cyclical patterns—that
govern the storytelling process. Here, meaning
is not inferred from surface content but from
structural  relationships and  narrative
mechanics. The researchers abstain from
imposing moral readings and instead focus on
uncovering temporal alignments, disruptions,
and overlaps that reveal how time functions as
both a narrative device and a philosophical
instrument. This method enables an analytical

reconstruction of narrative duration, pace, and

sequencing—parameters that define the
rhythm and tone of the storytelling. As
narrative time either stretches or compresses
to suit emotional and cognitive needs, this
elasticity enables the transition from didactic
storytelling to symbolic exposition without
fragmenting the narrative’s internal logic.
Conceptually, the study is grounded in the
broader field of narratology, a theoretical
domain that examines narrative structure,
function, and logic beyond genre or medium
(7). Originally coined by Todorov as a science
of storytelling (5), narratology encompasses
myth, fiction, oral tradition, and even dreams
(6). Genette’s distinction between narrative
duration, order, and frequency is employed to
assess how time is manipulated in Masnavi to
serve either expository or symbolic ends. The
exploration of these dimensions aligns with
classical Islamic and philosophical
understandings of time. For instance, classical
Arabic and Persian lexicons define time as a
relational metric to movement and
transformation (10, 11). Augustine’s reflections
are also indirectly echoed in this framing,
whereby the past exists in memory, the future
in anticipation, and both reside in the present.
This triadic model of time—past, present, and
future—becomes foundational in interpreting
Molavi's usage of anachrony, flashbacks, and
prophetic inserts, thereby enabling the
narrative to traverse multiple ontological layers
within a single plot structure.

The findings show that Masnavi Ma’navi

employs a non-linear narrative style that
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combines didactic, mystical, and philosophical
storytelling in a temporally fragmented yet
thematically coherent manner. Molavi's
narrative innovations, including time dilation
and nested storytelling, challenge the
Aristotelian unities and instead create a
dynamic structure reminiscent of dialogic
discourse. For instance, in Masnavi, dialogues
between figures such as Moses and the
Shepherd reflect more than interpersonal
conflict—they reveal a deep spiritual tension
resolved across temporal gaps. This approach
resonates with Russian Formalists’ distinction
between syuzhet and fabula—the former
being the artistic presentation and the latter
the raw chronological sequence of events (8).
Moreover, the presence of oral storytelling
techniques, such as direct address, parables,
and repetitive phrasing, adds another temporal
layer that oscillates between real-time
performance and retrospective moralization.
These narrative techniques suggest that time
in Masnavi is not merely chronological but
experiential, offering readers multiple entry
points into its interpretive framework.

Additionally, the study identifies how narrative
shifts in Masnavi operate across multiple
levels: external, internal, and metatextual. The
external layer involves the direct plot with
temporal progressions; the internal level
embeds teachings, mystical digressions, or
theological reflections; while the metatextual
layer reflects upon the narrative act itself. Such
layering corresponds with Genette’s theory of

diegetic levels, where stories within stories

serve either to delay the narrative climax or to
embed moral reflections without disrupting the
continuity (1). These digressions are not
deviations but essential structural devices that
sustain reader engagement and guide
interpretive depth. Notably, Molavi’s extensive
use of dialogues as plot engines highlights the
function of time in maintaining narrative
momentum. Dialogues also serve as sites of
character construction, ideological conflict,
and metaphysical exposition. In narrative
terms, time becomes a framing mechanism for
revelation—stretching moments to

accommodate  metaphysical clarity or
compressing decades into metaphors that
demand reader introspection.

Ultimately, the synthesis of temporal theory
and classical Persian narrative structure in this
study allows for a richer understanding of how
Masnavi Ma’navi sustains its literary and
applying
Genette’s principles to a classical Eastern text,

philosophical complexity. By
the study bridges Western narratological
theory with Sufi poetics and showcases how
time, far from being a passive backdrop,
actively shapes the ontology of narrative
experience. Through interruptions, pacing
shifts, and circular structures, Molavi invites
readers to contemplate not only what happens
in the stories but how those events are
mediated through time. The frequent shifts
between past and present, historical and
symbolic, literal and allegorical, reveal the
narrator's intention not to simply recount

events but to offer a spiritual roadmap. This
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roadmap is not bound by linear temporality but
by an inner, mystical logic that reorders time to
mirror divine unfolding. The study therefore
contributes not just to literary theory but to
intercultural hermeneutics, demonstrating that
temporality in narrative is both a formal and
philosophical concern.

In conclusion, the analysis illustrates that
Masnavi Ma’navi operates with a complex
temporal logic that transcends conventional
narrative models. Its layered storytelling,
strategic use of time, and integration of
mystical, ethical, and symbolic dimensions
make it a unique specimen of classical Persian
literature. Molavi’'s use of narrative time not
only structures the plot but also deepens the
moral and spiritual resonance of his work. By
navigating across various temporal
dimensions—linear, cyclical, and symbolic—
the text creates an immersive experience that
challenges the reader to reconsider the role of
time in storytelling and spiritual reflection alike.
The study confirms that Genette’s narrative
theory, particularly his insights into time,
provides a robust framework for dissecting and
appreciating the sophisticated narrative design

of Masnavi Ma’navi.
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