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The Impact of Imagination and Reality on the Plot of the Novels Khama and Zoo
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Abstract

Postmodernism is a literary school to which some Iranian authors have turned, producing narratives in this style. One of the features
observed in this style is the presence of an unconventional narrator, such that the narration is marked by uncertainty or ambiguity. In this
study, aiming to identify the characteristics of this type of narrator, the novel Khama by Yousef AliKhani and Zoo by Khatereh Hejazi
were examined. The findings indicate that although the narrator in Khama is not psychotic, he possesses a distinctive emotional quality,
and due to his love for a girl, he constantly envisions her in his imagination and dreams, perceiving her as being with him until the end of
his life and speaking about her. The narrator in Zoo is a girl who interacts with unusual characters such as jinn, directly addressing them
and living alongside them, with the narrative leaving it unclear whether the narrator is alive while telling the story or speaking from another
realm. The difference between these two novels lies precisely in this uncertainty, as the narrator of Khama is a real character and the
events are definite.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The study explores the intertwined influence of
imagination and realty on the narrative
structure of two contemporary Iranian
novels—Khama by Yousef Alikhani and Zoo

by Khatereh Hejazi—through the lens of
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postmodern and realist narrative theory.
Postmodernism as a literary school has

attracted certain Iranian authors for its

embrace of unconventional narrators,

narrative ambiguity, and epistemological
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uncertainty. One of the core focuses of this
research is the role of the narrator’'s
perspective in shaping character portrayal and
plot construction. Drawing on theoretical
foundations of plot as “the framework of causal
and consequential relationships”™ (5), and its
function in providing unity and narrative
coherence (6), the research situates Khama
within the realm of regional realism while
placing Zoo in the sphere of postmodern
narrative experimentation. The narrator in
Khama—although emotionally fixated on an
absent love object—relates a clear sequence
of events with definitive outcomes, while Zoo’s
narrator inhabits a liminal space where reality
and fantasy blend, creating a world in which
the reader cannot determine whether the
narrator is alive or speaking from another
realm (4, 14). This contrast not only reflects
differing uses of imagination but also
underlines the divergent narrative ontologies
underpinning the two works.

The research adopts a descriptive-analytical
method grounded in library resources to
answer three primary questions: (1) How does
the narrator’s point of view influence character
development in Khama and Zoo? (2) Through
what means are the narrators themselves
characterized? and (3) What effect does
characterization have on the plot in these
novels? The conceptual framework
incorporates established definitions of the
novel as a long prose narrative distinguished
from shorter fiction forms by its complex

plotting, multiplicity of characters, and breadth

of social environment (2, 7, 8). It also draws on
theoretical distinctions between static and
dynamic characters (6, 9), flat and round
characters (5), and the role of interior
monologue as a method for presenting a
character's mental state and facilitating a
stream-of-consciousness narrative mode (4).
By situating the analysis within these
frameworks, the study illuminates how the
specific techniques used by each narrator—
first-person limited in Khama, second-person
in Zoo—condition the interplay of reality and
imagination in their respective plots.

In Khama, the narrator is a male protagonist
whose love for a woman named Khama
shapes his life trajectory. From the outset, his
perspective is narrowly focused; readers are
privy only to his interior world and learn about
other characters’ thoughts and feelings only
indirectly through dialogue or observable
actions. The narrative is punctuated by
moments of imagination in which he converses
with Khama or envisions her presence, despite
her physical absence. This form of sustained
imaginative engagement operates within a
largely realist frame: the chronology is linear,
events are causally connected, and the
external world retains a stable ontology. The
narrator’s static nature—unchanged from the
beginning to the end—underscores the
thematic continuity of longing and emotional
fixation. Importantly, although interior
monologue blurs the line between thought and

speech, the events themselves remain

anchored in a knowable reality (12). The

NYJ.N
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absence of postmodern indeterminacy means
that, while imagination plays a significant role
in character motivation and subjective
experience, the reader is never in doubt about
what has “actually” happened.

Conversely, Zoo's  narrator—a  young
woman—exists in a narrative space where
imagination and reality are inseparable.
Written in the second person, the novel
addresses an ambiguous “you” whose identity
shifts across the narrative: sometimes a
childhood friend, sometimes a lover,
sometimes a supernatural being. This
unstable referent  creates interpretive
uncertainty, a hallmark of postmodern fiction
(4)- The narrator’s interactions with fantastical
entities, such as jinn, are presented without
clear markers of ontological status, inviting the
reader to question whether these events occur
in the story world or entirely within the
narrator’'s psyche (15). The absence of a linear
plot and the resistance to closure further align
Zoo with postmodern aesthetics, as identified
by theorists like Linda Hutcheon, who
emphasize the loss of narrative finality and the
multiplicity of possible worlds (14). The reader
must actively construct the story’s meaning
from fragments, oscillating between possible
interpretations without the reassurance of a
definitive resolution.

Both novels employ interior monologue as a
key narrative strategy, yet the effect differs
significantly due to their respective ontological
commitments. In Khama, interior monologue

deepens the psychological realism of the

protagonist, revealing his persistent
preoccupation with Khama and his attempts to
sustain an imagined relationship with her
across time and space. These passages often
merge memory, dream, and present
perception, but the underlying framework
remains stable: the reader can distinguish
between imagined and actual events even if
the narrator cannot. In Zoo, by contrast,
interior monologue destabilizes the reader’s

grasp of reality. The narrator's stream of

consciousness seamlessly incorporates
fantastical elements—magical spaces,
supernatural companions, surreal bodily

experiences—without narrative cues that
would signal a transition between reality and
fantasy. As Tzvetan Todorov’s theory of the
fantastic suggests, such narrative techniques
maintain a constant hesitation between the
natural and supernatural explanations for
events (15), reinforcing the novel's postmodern
indeterminacy.

The comparative analysis highlights how
narrative point of view, character construction,
and the integration of imaginative elements
shape the reader's experience of plot. In
Khama, the narrator’s limitations of knowledge
and focus on personal longing narrow the
scope of the story but do not undermine its
referential stability. Imagination functions here
as an extension of emotional reality,
enhancing character depth without
destabilizing the story world. In Zoo, the
second-person address and the proliferation of

fantastical scenarios create a disorienting
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effectin which the plot cannot be disentangled
from the narrator's subjective reality. This
structural openness invites multiple readings
and foregrounds the act of narration itself as a
site of meaning-making. In both cases, the
blending of imagination and reality serves as a
vehicle for exploring psychological states, but
the degree of ontological certainty—or its
absence—distinguishes their narrative
strategies and thematic resonances.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that
while both Khama and Zoo center on narrators
whose imaginative lives are integral to their
identities, the novels diverge sharply in their
treatment of reality. Khama's realist frame
allows the reader to separate imagination from
actual events, situating the narrator’s fantasies
as personal coping mechanisms within a
coherent world. Zoo, by contrast, refuses such
separation, embedding its narrator’s
perceptions within a reality that may itself be a
construct of the mind. This fundamental
difference reflects the broader distinction
between realist and postmodern narrative
modes, revealing how the calibration of
imagination and reality within plot structure
can profoundly influence the reader’s
interpretive engagement. The juxtaposition of
these works thus offers insight into
contemporary lIranian fiction’s capacity to
between

experimentation, between the stability of

negotiate tradition and

realist narration and the open-endedness of

postmodern storytelling.
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