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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: criticism, Her Eyes, Bozorg Alavi, structural analysis, symbolism.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Bozorg Alavi’'s Her Eyes, first published in

1952, occupies a prominent position in the
development of modern Persian fiction
because of its sophisticated narrative
architecture, psychologically complex
characters, and distinctive integration of love,
art, and political commitment. Although the
novel has frequently been interpreted either as
a tragic love story situated within a politically
repressive historical context or as a literary
representation of the committed intellectual’s
struggle between private emotion and
collective responsibility, such binary readings
do not fully account for its structural,
psychological, thematic, and symbolic
complexity. The central problem addressed in
this study is that interpretations based
exclusively on the opposition between love
and politics tend to overlook the novel's more
fundamental tragedy: the inability of
individuals to understand one another beyond
ideological assumptions, heroic narratives,

and socially constructed identities. Existing
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scholarship has established that Her Eyes is
deeply connected to the political and
intellectual conditions of modern Iran,
particularly the emergence of politically
committed literature and the experiences of
intellectual movements during the twentieth
century (3, 10, 22). Nevertheless, the novel’s
enduring literary significance arises not merely
from its reflection of political history but from
the manner in which its narrative form,
characterization, thematic tensions, and
central imagery collectively expose the failure
of human communication. Accordingly, the
present study seeks to move beyond
conventional romantic-political interpretations
and offer an integrated analysis of the novel
through five interconnected dimensions: the
semantic and symbolic functions of the title,
the epistemological implications of the frame
narrative, the dialectical characterization of
Master Makan and Farangis, the thematic
conflict among art, love, and politics, and the

symbolic function of the painting entitled Her
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Eyes as both an artistic revelation and a record
of communicative failure.

The theoretical framework of the study
combines modern literary criticism,
structuralist narratology, and sociological
criticism. Modern criticism is understood not as
an act of evaluative judgment that merely
distinguishes  successful ~ works  from
unsuccessful ones, but as a creative and
interpretive process through which the internal
mechanisms of literary meaning are disclosed.
From this perspective, the critic functions as a
professional reader who examines the
relationships among narrative structure,
characterization, language, imagery, and
thematic organization in order to identify the
organic unity of the literary work (6, 7).
Structuralist  narratology  provides the
conceptual tools required to analyze how
meaning is produced through narrative form
rather than through subject matter alone. It
therefore directs attention to narrative levels,
temporal arrangement, focalization, reliability,
and the relationship between the frame story
and the embedded confession (1, 2, 8).
Sociological criticism, in turn, situates the
novel within the historical and ideological
conditions of modern Iranian intellectual life
and examines the dialectical relationship
between the literary work and its political
environment (9, 18). The integration of these
perspectives makes it possible to examine Her
Eyes simultaneously as an autonomous
aesthetic structure, a psychologically charged

narrative, and a critical representation of

ideological commitment. Such an integrated
framework is especially appropriate because
Alavi’'s novel does not simply reproduce a
political worldview; rather, it exposes the
internal contradictions of political idealism
when collective duty becomes detached from
individual emotion, ethical ambiguity, and
interpersonal understanding. In this sense, the
novel reflects the broader transformation of
Persian  fiction = from  direct  social
representation toward more complex forms of
narrative ambiguity and ideological self-
criticism (11, 24).

This qualitative study employs a descriptive-
analytical method based on close textual
reading and qualitative content analysis. The
primary source is Alavi’s novel Her Eyes (15),
while the secondary materials consist
exclusively of scholarly works included in the
established reference framework. Data were
gathered through library research and
organized according to the study’'s five
analytical categories. First, the title was
examined as a paratextual threshold that
initiates interpretation before the narrative
itself begins. Studies of literary titles
emphasize that a title is not merely an
identifying label but a condensed semantic
structure that anticipates the central concerns
of the text and directs the reader’s
expectations (12-14). Second, the narrative
architecture was analyzed by distinguishing
the frame narrative, presented by the museum
curator, from Farangis’s embedded first-

person confession. Third, characterization was
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investigated through the opposition between
Makan as an idealized archetypal figure and
Farangis as an internally divided psychological
subject. Fourth, the thematic relationships
among art, political commitment, individual
love, and ideological duty were traced
throughout the novel. Fifth, the painting of the
eyes was interpreted as the central symbol in
which the novel's structural, psychological,
and thematic conflicts converge. The analysis
proceeded by comparing textual evidence with
narratological, sociological, and psychological
interpretations  developed in  previous
research. Studies of the novel’'s nonlinear
temporality, dialectical narrative form,
psychoanalytic dimensions, and nonverbal
communication provided important analytical
support (4, 5, 29). Through this combined
method, the study seeks to explain not only
what the novel represents, but how its formal
organization actively produces its tragic
meaning.

The findings demonstrate, first, that the title
Her Eyes functions as the semantic and
symbolic threshold of the entire novel. The
noun “eyes” directs attention toward seeing,
perception, silence, and nonverbal
communication, while the possessive pronoun
“‘her” introduces absence, secrecy, and an
unresolved identity. The title thus generates
the central question that motivates the frame
narrative: whose eyes are represented in
Makan’s mysterious painting, and what
concealed experience do they express? More

importantly, the title condenses the novel's

fundamental paradox of seeing without
understanding. Makan  possesses an
extraordinary artistic capacity to observe and
reproduce the contradictory emotional states
visible in Farangis’s eyes, yet he remains
incapable of comprehending the personal
meaning of those emotions in lived
experience. The title therefore anticipates the
distinction between visual perception and
ethical-emotional understanding. Second, the
frame narrative establishes an epistemological
conflict between two forms of truth. The
curator’'s account is documentary, external,
heroic, and shaped by his reverence for
Makan as a national artist and political martyr.
His search for the woman in the painting
resembles official historiography, which seeks
to produce coherent biographies and stable
public identities. Farangis’s confession,
however, introduces an emotional and
subjective history that destabilizes this heroic
construction. Her account reveals that actions
interpreted publicly as political commitment
may arise from private desire, jealousy, fear,
or love. The shift from the curator’s limited
external focalization to Farangis’s first-person
narration transforms the novel into a dialogic
structure in which no single voice possesses
absolute authority (17). The apparent
opposition between objective history and
personal memory ultimately demonstrates that
historical truth remains incomplete unless
narratives and

suppressed  emotional

marginalized voices are also heard (16, 18).
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The findings further indicate that the novel’s
characterization is organized through a
dialectical opposition between myth and
humanity. Makan is represented less as a
psychologically transparent individual than as
an archetype of the committed artist-
intellectual. He is viewed through the admiring
and intimidated perceptions of others and is
associated with artistic greatness, political
sacrifice, moral authority, and emotional
distance. His ideological identity transforms
him into an object of worship rather than a
participant in reciprocal human intimacy.
Farangis, by contrast, is a modern,
contradictory, and psychologically complex
character whose motives cannot be reduced to
a single moral or political category. She is
socially privileged yet emotionally vulnerable,
indifferent to politics yet drawn into political
action, capable of both betrayal and sacrifice,
and motivated by a form of love that conflicts
with the ethical demands of collective struggle.
Her decision to expose Makan in order to save
his life represents the collision between private
morality and ideological duty. What appears as
betrayal within the political organization
becomes devotion within the logic of personal
love. This conflict reveals how grand
ideological narratives may invalidate individual
experience, particularly emotional and
gendered forms of experience (22, 23). The
thematic analysis similarly shows that art,
politics, and love form a tragic triangle.
Makan’s transformation from a believer in

artistic autonomy into an advocate of socially

committed art reflects the intellectual debates
of his historical period (24). Yet the
politicization of his artistic identity diminishes
his capacity to recognize Farangis as an
autonomous subject. The painting of her eyes
becomes the novel's supreme symbol: it
represents the highest achievement of artistic
perception and, simultaneously, the most
definitive evidence of emotional failure. Makan
can transform Farangis’s inner conflict into art,
but he cannot ask her to explain its meaning.
The painting is therefore an open text that
embodies both revelation and silence, artistic
immortality and interpersonal defeat (27, 28).

In conclusion, Her Eyes should be understood
not merely as a political novel containing a
tragic love story, nor simply as a romantic
narrative set against a background of
ideological struggle, but as a carefully
constructed tragedy of failed understanding.
Its title, narrative structure, characterization,
thematic conflicts, and central symbol operate
as an integrated artistic system. The title
announces the paradox of perception without
comprehension; the frame narrative exposes
the insufficiency of official history; the contrast
between Makan and Farangis dramatizes the
conflict between ideological abstraction and
psychological individuality; the opposition
among art, politics, and love reveals the
destructive  consequences of absolute
commitment; and the painting of the eyes
condenses the novel’s entire tragic logic into a
single image. Makan’s failure is not that he

chooses politics over love in a simple moral
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sense, but that his ideological certainty
prevents him from listening to a personal
narrative that does not conform to his
established categories. Farangis’s tragedy
likewise lies not only in unfulfilled love, but in
remaining visible yet fundamentally unread.
The novel ultimately argues that artistic
brilliance, political idealism, and moral
sacrifice cannot compensate for the absence
of dialogue, empathy, and recognition. Its
continuing modernity derives from this
diagnosis of communicative failure: human
beings may observe one another closely,
represent one another beautifully, and even
sacrifice themselves for one another, while still
failing to understand the meanings concealed

behind a silent gaze.
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