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A Comparative Study of the Diaspora Phenomenon and the Formation of Third Space in the
Novels Crescent and Pine and Persepolis

Mohammad Dehnad'*

1. PhD, Department of Persian Language and Literature, Faculty of Literature and Humanities, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran
*Corresponding Author’s Email: m.dehnad@ut.ac.ir

Abstract
The primary objective of this study is to examine the formation of the concept of “Third Space” and to assess the extent of

its emergence as an intercultural and fluid space within the experiences of the characters. It further analyzes the identity-
related and cultural elements involved in this process, the challenges of identity construction in a new environment, and the
endeavor to create meaning at the intersection of cultures and intercultural existence in these two literary works. To this end,
theoretical concepts such as diaspora, migrant identity, the crisis of belonging, and the notion of “Third Space” were
introduced and analyzed individually through a conceptual framework. The similarities and differences between these works
in confronting emerging migratory challenges were examined with a focus on identity, cultural, and political dimensions.
Third Space is presented as a site for the creation of new and dynamic identities that transcend the binary oppositions of
“tradition and modernity,” “East and West,” and “native and foreign.” According to the findings of this study, both works
narrate a process of cultural hybridity within the Third Space. Firoozeh Dumas employs humor as a strategy for
deconstructing the East/West binary and creates a Third Space in which Iranian and American cultural components coexist
without conflict. In contrast, Satrapi, in Persepolis, constructs a Third Space through the hybrid form of the graphic novel
and the visual representation of identity conflicts. Ultimately, this study demonstrates that Iranian diaspora literature,
functioning as a Third Space in relation to the dominant discourses of East and West, plays a significant role in rethinking
the concepts of identity, belonging, and culture in the contemporary world. In both works, the main characters confront the
difficult challenges of migration, including the loss of roots, experiences of alienation, and efforts to adapt to the host society.
The tension between preserving cultural traditions and embracing the norms of a modern society is vividly present in the
narrative structure of both texts. Nevertheless, differences can be observed in the ways these tensions are addressed and in
the paths taken toward identity reconstruction. Crescent and Pine primarily focuses on the internalization of the migratory
experience and its impact on family relationships and individual identity, whereas Persepolis, through a more explicit
approach and powerful graphic imagery, places historical and political witnessing at the center of the migration experience
and creates a space for the formation of a critical identity. Ultimately, both works, by highlighting the human capacity to
create meaning and identity within intercultural spaces, contribute to a broader understanding of the diaspora phenomenon
and the dynamics of the Third Space.

Keywords: Diaspora, Third Space, Identity, Crescent and Pine, Persepolis, Homi K. Bhabha, Postcolonial Literature
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This study offers a comparative analysis of the

phenomenon of diaspora and the formation of
the “Third Space” in Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny
in Farsi: A Memoir of Growing Up Iranian in
America and Marjane Satrapi’'s Persepolis.
The central aim is to examine how the principal
characters in these two works experience,
narrate, and negotiate in-betweenness within
intercultural conditions produced by migration,
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exile, cultural displacement, and identity
reconstruction. Diaspora is approached not
merely as the geographical dispersion of a
people from a homeland, but as a complex
existential, cultural, and discursive condition
through which belonging, memory, language,
and identity are continuously redefined. The
Iranian diaspora, particularly after the political

and social transformations of the late twentieth
century, has generated literary works that
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register the tensions between homeland and
host society, memory and adaptation, cultural
continuity and transformation. In this context,
Dumas’s memoir and Satrapi’s graphic
autobiography are significant because both
represent Iranian migrant subjectivity in
Western cultural spaces while refusing to
reduce identity to a fixed opposition between
East and West. The theoretical foundation of
the study is grounded in diaspora studies,
cultural identity theory, postcolonial criticism,
and especially Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of
the Third Space, which problematizes cultural
purity and explains identity as a negotiated,
hybrid, and unstable formation produced in the
interstitial zone between cultures (2, 10-12).

The conceptual framework of the research is
based on the assumption that diasporic
identity is produced through difference,
translation, memory, negotiation, and
hybridity. Stuart Hall’'s account of cultural
identity is particularly important because it
distinguishes between identity as a stable
essence and identity as a process of
becoming; from this perspective, diasporic
identity is not a return to an original cultural
core, but a continuous production through
displacement and difference (11, 18). James
Clifford’s understanding of diaspora as a
cultural route rather than a fixed root also
supports the analysis, since diasporic
consciousness emerges through movement,
translation, connection, and partial belonging
rather than through complete attachment to

either homeland or host land (12, 19). Bhabha’s

notion of the Third Space provides the most
central analytical lens, because it defines
cultural meaning as emerging in the space of
negotiation where signs are translated,
rehistoricized, and rearticulated beyond the
authority of any single cultural origin (2, 20, 21).
Within this framework, hybridity is not
understood as a simple mixture of two
cultures, but as the creation of a new cultural
position that destabilizes binary structures
such as native/foreign, tradition/modernity,
East/West, and self/other. Previous studies on
I[ranian migrant writing, cultural hybridity,
liminal identity, and postcolonial narration
provide important background for this inquiry,
especially those examining Iranian diasporic
narratives and the identity tensions
represented in Dumas’s and Satrapi’'s works
(1, 4, 5, 8, 9).

Methodologically, this study is qualitative,
interpretive, comparative, and text-oriented. It
uses thematic content analysis and contextual
close reading to examine the selected works in
relation to the theoretical concepts of diaspora,
Third Space, in-betweenness, hybridity,
cultural translation, migrant identity, and
intercultural life. The research corpus consists
of two major works of Iranian diasporic
literature: Dumas’s Funny in Farsi and
Satrapi’'s Persepolis. These texts were
selected because both are autobiographical or
semi-autobiographical narratives centered on
Iranian female experience in transnational
contexts, yet they differ significantly in form,

tone, language, narrative strategy, and



VP Jbo (ol ol (293 098 ¢ owild Oludl 9 Ol dumis™ 4y 4o

historical emphasis. Dumas writes in English
through a humorous prose memoir that
foregrounds family, everyday life, cultural
misunderstanding, and the comic dimensions
of migration; Satrapi writes in the hybrid form
of the graphic novel, using visual narration,
black-and-white imagery, political memory,
and autobiographical testimony to represent
revolution, war, exile, alienation, and return.
The study therefore compares how two
different media—written memoir and graphic
autobiography—construct Third Space as both
a thematic condition and a narrative form. The
analysis pays particular attention to the
representation of family, language, humor,
visual form, exile, memory, gender, cultural
misunderstanding, social exclusion, political
trauma, and the reconstruction of identity in
intercultural spaces (7, 17, 22-28).

The findings show that Funny in Farsi
constructs the Third Space primarily through
humor, everyday intercultural negotiation,
family relations, and linguistic mediation.
Dumas does not represent migration only as
trauma, loss, or cultural rupture; rather, she
often transforms cultural difference into a
comic and dialogic experience. Humor
functions as a deconstructive strategy
because it weakens rigid oppositions between
Iranian and American culture and allows the
narrator to expose the absurdity of
stereotypes, misrecognitions, and
ethnocentric assumptions. The title itself,
rendered in Persian translation as Crescent

and Pine, symbolically juxtaposes two cultural

markers: hyacinth, associated with Nowruz
and lIranian cultural memory, and pine,
associated with Christmas and American
cultural life. This symbolic pairing anticipates
the narrative’s broader concern with
coexistence rather than exclusion. The family
in Dumas’s memoir becomes a diasporic
bridge between cultures: the father’s Iranian
memories and aspirations, the mother’s
attachment to cultural practices, and the
narrator’s bilingual and bicultural positioning
all participate in the creation of a lived Third
Space. Language is also crucial: Dumas writes
in English, the language of the host society,
while preserving Iranian names, customs,
foodways, idioms, and cultural references.
This narrative strategy performs cultural
translation, making Iranian cultural signs
legible to non-lranian readers while
simultaneously allowing Iranian identity to be
reconsidered from a transnational distance. In
this sense, the memoir itself becomes a Third
Space where Iranian and American signs are
not simply contrasted, but renegotiated and
resemanticized (1, 8, 16, 17, 29, 30).

By contrast, Persepolis constructs the Third
Space through political memory, visual
narration, trauma, exile, gendered subjectivity,
and resistance. Satrapi’s Third Space is more
conflicted than Dumas’s: it is not mainly a
space of peaceful coexistence, but a field of
crisis, negotiation, rupture, and critical self-
formation. The graphic novel form is itself a
hybrid medium that combines verbal and

visual signs, and this hybridity corresponds to
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the divided yet creative position of the
diasporic subject. The black-and-white visual
style, minimalist imagery, and sharp contrasts
allow Satrapi to represent political violence,
childhood memory, social control, gender
discipline, and exile in a form that exceeds
conventional prose narration. Marji’s migration
to Europe intensifies her in-betweenness: she
is not fully accepted as European, yet she can
no longer return to an unbroken Iranian
identity. Her position is marked by loneliness,
alienation, mimicry, shame, resistance, and
eventual self-recognition. The study finds that
Satrapi's use of visual autobiography
transforms personal memory into a political
and cultural testimony, giving voice to a female
Iranian subject who resists both Western
Orientalist stereotypes and homogenizing
nationalist discourses. In this regard,
Persepolis is a narrative Third Space in which
identity is produced through conflict rather
than harmony. It shows that diasporic identity
is historical and political, not merely
psychological or personal, and that the migrant
subject gains agency by accepting in-
betweenness as a site of resistance and
meaning-making (4-7, 24, 25, 31).

The comparative analysis demonstrates that
both works represent Iranian diaspora as a
dynamic process of identity formation in the
Third Space, but they do so through different
aesthetic, affective, and ideological strategies.
In Funny in Farsi, the dominant mode is comic
negotiation; in Persepolis, it is critical and

traumatic negotiation. Dumas emphasizes

everyday life, family, humor, cultural
misunderstanding, and the possibility of
peaceful intercultural coexistence, while
Satrapi  foregrounds  revolution, exile,
gendered resistance, visual testimony, and
political critique. In both texts, however,
identity is not presented as a fixed essence
rooted exclusively in the homeland or as a
completed assimilation into the host society.
Instead, identity emerges as a hybrid,
unfinished, relational, and performative
formation. Both works also challenge
dominant East/West binaries by showing that
Iranian diasporic subjects cannot be contained
within either Orientalist representations or
essentialist notions of national authenticity.
The Third Space appears as a narrative,
linguistic, symbolic, and formal field in which
cultural signs are retranslated and new
meanings are produced. Therefore, Iranian
diaspora literature can itself be understood as
a Third Space: a literary and cultural zone that
mediates between competing discourses of
East and West, homeland and host land,
memory and modernity, loss and creation.
Ultimately, the study concludes that Dumas’s
and Satrapi’s works expand the understanding
of diaspora by showing that migration does not
merely fracture identity; it also opens a
creative space for reconstructing belonging,
negotiating difference, and imagining forms of
intercultural life beyond rigid cultural

boundaries.
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