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Abstract

Asfar-e Kateban by Abutorab Khosravi is one of the most significant philosophical narratives in contemporary Persian literature,
employing multi-layered narration, magical realism, and intertextuality to explore fundamental existentialist questions within the cultural
and historical context of Iran. This study, grounded in existentialist philosophy—particularly the perspectives of Kierkegaard, Sartre, and
Jaspers—analyzes themes such as death, suffering, guilt, faith, and immortality in the novel. Boundary situations, including Azar’s death,
Eqlima’s murder, and Ahmad Bashiri’s recurring nightmares, are represented as symbols of existential anxiety and dread, while
Kierkegaard’s three stages of existence— aesthetic, ethical, and religious—are traceable in the destinies of the characters. Moreover, the
novel’s use of magical realism dissolves the boundaries between reality and imagination, bringing the sacred, myth, and history into
dialogue with contemporary reality. In doing so, the narrative creates an existential space where the crisis of individual and collective
identity, the quest for immortality, and the confrontation with human freedom and responsibility are central concerns. The findings of this
study suggest that Asfar-e Kateban is more than a literary narrative; it is a philosophical text that bridges Persian literature with global
existentialist thought.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The philosophical foundation of existentialism

as one of the most influential intellectual
movements of the twentieth century
constitutes the central axis of inquiry in this
study. Existentialist thought emphasizes the
primacy of existence over essence, the
inevitability of death, the inescapability of
anxiety, and the necessity of personal choice
and responsibility. The earliest traces of
existentialism are found in the writings of
Seren Kierkegaard, who argued that the
individual must pass through three existential
stages— aesthetic, ethical, and religious—on

the way to authentic selfhood (2). In the
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aesthetic stage, individuals pursue pleasure
and self-indulgence, but eventually confront
despair. In the ethical stage, they embrace
duty and responsibility, while in the religious
stage, they make the “leap of faith” into the
realm of the transcendent (5). Jean-Paul
Sartre, representing the secular branch of
existentialism, insisted that human beings are
‘condemned to be free” because their
existence precedes any pre-given essence
and each choice not only defines the self but
implicitly represents humanity as a whole (3).
In contrast, Karl Jaspers highlighted “boundary
situations” such as death, suffering, fear, and

guilt as moments in which human beings
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confront their finite existence and the limits of
rational control (4). These philosophical
perspectives provided fertile ground for the
emergence of existentialist literature, as
novels and plays became the vehicles through
which abstract concepts were embodied in
narrative and character. Works such as
Sartre’s No Exit and Camus’ The Stranger
exemplify the fusion of philosophy and art, a
fusion that also influenced Iranian literature,
particularly the works of Sadeq Hedayat and
later Abutorab Khosravi (1, 8).

The novel Asfar-e Kateban by Abutorab
Khosravi offers a particularly rich context for
the exploration of existentialist themes within
the framework of Persian narrative traditions.
Khosravi, born in Fasa in 1955, established
himself as a leading figure in contemporary
Persian fiction through his stylistic innovations,
linguistic archaism, and intertextuality (9). His
prose often merges the archaic and the
modern, producing an aesthetic that
simultaneously revives classical Persian
literary traditions and engages with
postmodern narrative techniques (14). The
hallmark of Khosravi’'s work is his use of
language as more than an instrument of
narration; it becomes a medium of meaning
itself, layered with historical and mythical
resonance (19). His deployment of magical
realism situates the extraordinary within the
everyday, enabling him to narrativize
existential concerns through fantastical
imagery while grounding them in Persian

cultural and historical contexts (12). In Asfar-e

Kateban, published in 2000 and awarded the
Mehregan Literary Prize, Khosravi created a
multi-layered narrative where myth, history,
religion, and contemporary reality converge
(10).

The plot interweaves several strands: the story
of Saeed Bashiri, a university student, and his
love affair with Eqlima, a Jewish classmate;
the memories and nightmares of Saeed’s
father, Ahmad Bashiri; and the historical
accounts of Shah Mansur and the massacres
of the Timurid era. The tragic death of Eqlima
at the hands of her co-religionists—because of
her love for a Muslim—echoes the
existentialist confrontation with death as the
ultimate limit of human existence (11).
Ahmad

nightmares, in which he relives historical

Similarly, Bashiri’'s  continuous
traumas and the deaths of Shah Mansur’s
sons, exemplify existential anxiety and the
recurrence of history as a burden on individual
existence (20). Through these narrative layers,
Khosravi not only destabilizes the boundary
between reality and imagination but also
stages the existential “boundary situations”
articulated by Jaspers (4). Death in this novel
is not mere biological termination but a
gateway to questions of immortality, memory,
and the possibility of transcendence. Ahmad’s
attempt to achieve permanence through the
writing of Masadeq al-Athar epitomizes the
existential struggle to create meaning in a
world haunted by loss and mortality (3).

The aesthetic, ethical, and religious stages
identified by Kierkegaard appear as structuring
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principles in Asfar-e Kateban. In the aesthetic
stage, characters are drawn to pleasure,
illusion, and transient attachments. For
example, Ahmad Bashiri oscillates between
reality and delusion, unable to establish
stability, which resonates with Kierkegaard’s
description of the aesthetic life as a pursuit of
distraction that ultimately leads to despair (2).
In the ethical stage, characters such as Saeed
assume responsibility, particularly after
Eqglima’s death. His determination to preserve
her memory through writing reflects the ethical
imperative of commitment and duty (10). Yet
this stage is fraught with uncertainty, as the
fragmented narrative structure prevents
closure and forces the reader to grapple with
the ambiguity of ethical decisions (7). Finally,
in the religious stage, the veneration of
Shadrokh as a saint and the awe experienced
by the community when confronted with his
incorruptible body illustrate the leap into faith,
though Khosravi complicates this with irony,
showing how faith is often accompanied by
violence, fanaticism, and destruction (19). The
religious dimension is therefore depicted not
as a straightforward path to transcendence but
as a paradoxical site where faith and violence
coexist.

Magical realism functions as a narrative
strategy that intensifies the existential
atmosphere of the novel. The incorruptible
body of Shadrokh, the reappearance of Azar
after death, and Ahmad Bashiri’s dreamlike re-
enactments of historical massacres are not

merely fantastical elements; they are narrative

embodiments of existential concerns (12). The
coexistence of the miraculous with the
ordinary underscores the instability of reality,
compelling readers to question the nature of
existence itself (11). The blending of the
supernatural with historical trauma highlights
the persistence of suffering and the human
desire for transcendence. Through this
blending, Khosravi situates the novel within a
broader literary tradition where magical
realism serves as a vehicle for articulating
political, historical, and existential anxieties
(14). By destabilizing rational categories of
time and space, the narrative dramatizes the
absurd condition of human existence
described by Sartre and Camus, in which
individuals must create meaning in a world
devoid of inherent purpose (3).

The novel also dramatizes the crisis of identity
at both individual and collective levels.
Saeed'’s relationship with Eqglima embodies the
conflict between personal freedom and
collective identity, as their love challenges the
religious and cultural boundaries that define
their communities (11). Ahmad Bashiri's
attempts to locate his identity through the
reconstruction of historical narratives reflect
the entanglement of the self with the traumas
of collective memory (20). These tensions
illustrate the existentialist claim that identity is
not a fixed essence but an ongoing project
shaped by choices, responsibilities, and
encounters with others (1). By linking individual
destinies to collective histories, Khosravi
portrays identity as fluid, fragmented, and
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perpetually in crisis. This resonates with
Sartre’'s assertion that each individual’s
freedom is inseparable from the social context
in which it unfolds (3). The unresolved conflicts
of identity in the novel suggest that existential
authenticity is always precarious, contingent
on the individual's capacity to create meaning
in the face of uncertainty.

In conclusion, Asfar-e Kateban demonstrates
the capacity of Persian fiction to engage
deeply with existentialist philosophy while
remaining rooted in its own cultural and
historical traditions. Through its intricate
narrative  structure, linguistic  archaism,
deployment of magical realism, and
philosophical depth, the novel foregrounds
existential concerns such as death, suffering,
guilt, and the search for immortality. The
blending of myth, history, and contemporary
reality constructs a narrative space where
existential boundary situations are staged and
reinterpreted within an Iranian context. By
weaving together the aesthetic, ethical, and
religious stages of Kierkegaard, the boundary
situations of Jaspers, and the principles of
freedom and responsibility articulated by
Sartre, Khosravi has created a work that
simultaneously extends the boundaries of
Persian literature and contributes to the global
conversation on existentialism (9, 12, 19).
Asfar-e Kateban thus stands as a testament to
the power of literature to embody philosophical
inquiry, to dramatize the struggles of human
existence, and to reveal the possibilities and
limitations of freedom, faith, and identity in a

world haunted by death and the longing for

transcendence.
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