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Dowlatabadi’s Stories Based on Genette’s Theory of Focalization
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Abstract

This study examines the representation of “body-centered dimensions” and “climatic suffering” in the stories of Mahmoud
Dowlatabadi from the perspective of Gérard Genette’s theory of focalization. Despite the significance of the body and
climate in contemporary Iranian literature, as well as the theoretical attention devoted to the concept of focalization, no
independent study has analyzed these two concepts in Dowlatabadi’s works by employing Genette’s systematic framework
of focalization and complementing it with Michael Toolan’s theory of orientation. In Dowlatabadi’s short stories, the “body”
is prominently represented as the locus of lived experience, while “climate” functions as a determining factor in shaping the
characters’ destinies. Analyzing how these dimensions are focalized within the narrative can contribute substantially to a
deeper understanding of Dowlatabadi’s narrative techniques and his artistic representation of Iranian lived experience. This
study employs a descriptive-analytical method. It seeks to demonstrate how Dowlatabadi, through the deliberate use of
focalization mechanisms, moves the “body” and “climate” beyond their merely biological or geographical meanings and
transforms them into key elements in the construction of the fictional world and the characters’ lived experiences. The
findings also help explain how narrative choices concerning focalization influence readers’ perceptions of bodily and
climatic suffering and their ideological dimensions, thereby revealing deeper layers of meaning in Dowlatabadi’s works.
Keywords: Mahmoud Dowlatabadi, focalization, Gérard Genette, body-centeredness, climatic suffering, narratology
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Contemporary  narrative  studies have
increasingly moved beyond the examination of
plot, character, and chronology toward an
analysis of the perceptual, psychological, and
ideological mechanisms through  which
fictional worlds are mediated. Among these
mechanisms, focalization occupies a central
position because it determines the perspective
through which events, bodies, spaces, and
forms of suffering become accessible to the
reader. Geérard Genette introduced focalization
as a more precise alternative to conventional
concepts such as “point of view” and “narrative
the

guestion of who perceives and the question of

perspective,” distinguishing between
who speaks in narrative discourse (1). This
distinction makes it possible to examine not
only the narrator’'s position but also the

distribution of knowledge, perception, emotion,

Lol ol Gasdo s e 51 culy, A8 e oleisl
B 55 O 5 03 (Bhs B b e 5 s G002 ST
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and ideological judgment within a story. In
Persian literary studies, focalization has been
investigated in relation to classical and modern
narratives, yet many studies have
concentrated primarily on identifying its formal
types and have paid less attention to its
aesthetic, embodied, and environmental
implications (4-7, 9). Mahmoud Dowlatabadi’s
fiction provides a particularly productive field
for such an inquiry because his narratives
repeatedly foreground bodily vulnerability,
environmental hardship, social violence,
deprivation, and the psychological effects of
historical dislocation. In his fictional world, the

body is not merely a biological entity, and

climate is not merely a geographical
background; rather, both become active
narrative forces that shape perception,

identity, suffering, and destiny. Accordingly,
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the present study examines the representation
of body-centered dimensions and climatic
suffering in three short stories by
Dowlatabadi—“The Mirror,” “The Bond,” and
“‘Molly and the Prince”—with the aim of
explaining how focalization transforms bodily
and environmental experiences into central
components of narrative meaning.

The theoretical framework of the study is
primarily based on Genette’'s tripartite
classification of zero, internal, and external
focalization. Zero focalization refers to a
narrative situation in which the narrator
possesses more knowledge than the
characters and may move freely among
different minds, times, and spaces; internal
focalization limits narrative information to the
consciousness, perception, memory, or
emotional experience of one or more
characters; and external focalization restricts
narration to observable actions and
appearances without disclosing the
characters’ inner states (1). These categories
are supplemented by Michael Toolan’s
concept of orientation, which expands
focalization by incorporating perceptual,
psychological, affective, and ideological
dimensions. From this perspective, narrative
orientation may be spatial or temporal,
cognitively limited or unlimited, emotionally
subjective or objective, and ideologically
dominant or adjacent (12). Such an expanded
framework makes it possible to investigate not
only who perceives but also how perception is

shaped by bodily pain, memory, fear, social

position, and environmental pressure.
Rimmon-Kenan'’s discussion of focalization as
a relationship among the perceiving subject,
the perceived object, and the ideological
structure of narrative further reinforces this
analytical approach (3). Similarly, Martin’s
account of modern narrative techniques,
especially interior monologue and stream of
consciousness, contributes to the analysis of
the ways in which thought and perception
become fragmented within narrative discourse
(10). Within this framework, “body-centered
dimensions” refer to the representation of lived
experience through bodily sensation, pain,
exhaustion, vulnerability, movement,
disintegration, and physical exposure, while
“climatic suffering” denotes the hardships
produced or intensified by environmental
conditions, hostile landscapes, social ecology,
and the material pressures of place. These
concepts enable the study to move beyond the
formal identification of focalization and to
examine its role in constructing embodied and
environmentally conditioned subjectivity.

The study employs a descriptive-analytical
method and conducts a close narratological
reading of the selected stories. The corpus
was chosen because each narrative
foregrounds a different configuration of
focalization, bodily experience, environmental
pressure, and social violence. “The Mirror,”
published in Misfortune and the Mirror,
represents a predominantly internal and
psychologically restricted mode of focalization

in which the fictional world is filtered through

N\.N
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the disintegrating consciousness of an
unnamed man (11). “The Bond,” from the same
collection, combines external, internal, and
zero focalization to represent confinement,
punishment, memory, and bodily suffering (11).
“‘Molly and the Prince,” published in Bani
Adam, uses a more symbolic, unstable, and at
times omniscient narrative perspective to
portray political violence, social indifference,
and the transformation of execution into a
public spectacle (13). The analytical procedure
involved identifying shifts in focalization,
determining the focalizing subject and
focalized object, examining the distribution of
narrative knowledge, and analyzing the
relationship between perspective and the
representation of body, pain, space, memory,
and ideology. Particular attention was paid to
direct interior monologue, free indirect
representation, sensory description, temporal
displacement, symbolic imagery, and changes
in narrative distance. The study also examined
how Dowlatabadi’'s narrators direct the
reader's sympathy and ethical judgment by
moving between detached observation and
intimate access to physical or psychological
suffering. In this respect, the research builds
on previous Persian studies of focalization
while extending their formal concerns toward
the embodied and ecological dimensions of
narrative experience (2, 8).

The analysis of “The Mirror” demonstrates that
the story is structured through restricted
focalization  and

internal progressively

fragmented interior discourse. The

disappearance of the protagonist’s identity
card initially appears to be an external event,
yet it gradually becomes a narrative device
through which the character’s loss of name,
memory, face, and social identity is revealed.
At the beginning of the story, his thoughts are
presented through relatively clear and logically
ordered direct interior monologue; he
searches for the identity card, considers
possible locations, and reconstructs his
actions in a sequential manner. As the
narrative advances, however, this cognitive
coherence deteriorates, and the discourse
shifts toward obscure interior monologue,
repetition, hesitation, unanswered questions,
and stream of consciousness (10). The
narrator remains grammatically external to the
character, but the perceptual field is largely
confined to the man’s unstable awareness.
Consequently, the reader does not merely
observe his crisis but experiences the fictional
world through the narrowing and disintegration
of his consciousness. The mirror functions as
the story’s central symbolic object: the
protagonist has not looked at himself for years,
and his final desire to confront his reflection
does not restore self-knowledge but exposes
the complete collapse of identity. The bodily
image of fragments of cheekbone, eyelid, and
fingernails falling away transforms
psychological disintegration into physical
dissolution (11). Here, focalization becomes
explicitly body-centered because the crisis of
identity is no longer expressed only through

abstract thought; it is embodied as the
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imagined disintegration of the face and body.
The story therefore reveals how internal
focalization can convert bodily perception into
the primary medium of existential and social
alienation.

In “The Bond,” Dowlatabadi employs variable
focalization to move the reader from external
observation of space to internal participation in
bodily pain. The story begins with a detailed
description of rooms, corridors, doors, and
windows, and the narration initially remains
external, reporting only what can be visually
perceived. Once Asadollah enters the
perceptual center of the story, however, the
focalization becomes increasingly internal and
psychologically restricted. His physical
posture, breathing, exhaustion, memories,
fear, and expectations become the principal
frame through which the narrative world is
apprehended. The movement between
present suffering and recollections of his father
deepens the internal orientation and
demonstrates how memory becomes
inseparable from bodily confinement (11). In
the flogging scene, focalization reaches its
most sensory and body-centered form: pain is
conveyed through blows, skin, shoulders, feet,
breath, and muscular reaction rather than
through detached explanation. The reader is
thus positioned not as an external witness but
as an affective participant in Asadollah’s
suffering. At certain moments, the narrative
shifts toward zero focalization by granting the
narrator access to the knowledge or

interpretive capacity of other characters,

particularly Mirza Mozaffar, thereby creating a
broader ideological perspective on violence
(1). “Molly and the Prince,” by contrast, uses
unstable and symbolic focalization to depict
execution as a spectacle observed by socially
and morally detached figures. The prince’s
intellectualized attention to the physics of the
hanging body illustrates a radical separation
between thought and compassion, while the
public square and crowd are represented as
components of a mechanized and normalized
culture of violence (13). The final movement
toward an omniscient, godlike narrator
expands the narrative field beyond individual
perception and transforms the flag, sky, wind,
and rainbow into ideological and symbolic
images. Across both stories, focalization
regulates ethical distance: it may intensify
sympathy by bringing the reader close to the
victim’s body, or expose moral indifference by
foregrounding the detached gaze of
observers.

The findings indicate that focalization in
Dowlatabadi’s short fiction operates as more
than a formal narratological technique; it
functions as a central mechanism for
representing the embodied, psychological,
social, and environmental conditions of human
suffering. In “The Mirror,” internal focalization
transforms the dissolution of identity into an
experience of bodily fragmentation. In “The
Bond,” shifts from external to internal
focalization move the narrative from spatial
observation toward direct sensory participation

in violence and pain. In “Molly and the Prince,”
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the instability of perspective reveals the
ideological mechanisms through  which
political violence becomes normalized,
aestheticized, and separated from empathy.
These stories collectively demonstrate that
body, mind, and environment are inseparable
in Dowlatabadi’'s narrative world. The body
becomes the site upon which social power,
historical dislocation, fear, punishment, and
alienation are inscribed, while climate and
space operate as active forces that shape
perception and destiny. The concept of body-
centered and climatic focalization therefore
provides a productive framework for
understanding how Dowlatabadi transforms
physical and environmental conditions into
structures of meaning. His narratives direct the
reader's emotional and ethical response by
controlling access to perception, sensation,
memory, and judgment. Through this process,
individual suffering acquires a collective and
historical dimension, and the fictional
representation of bodily pain becomes a
critique of broader systems of violence,
deprivation, and social disintegration.
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