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Abstract

Alireza Seifoddini’s novel Kham (1985) is one of the notable examples of philosophical and social fiction produced in the
post-Revolutionary period, presenting a reflection of the consciousness of a defeated intellectual. In this work, the author
adopts an introspective and metaphorical perspective to portray the relationship among the human being, faith, and history
within a dreamlike and uncanny atmosphere. Drawing on Lucien Goldmann’s theory of genetic structuralism, the present
study seeks to demonstrate how Kham, at the linguistic, narrative, and social levels, exhibits a structural homology with the
external structure of Iran’s intellectual milieu during the 1980s. At the linguistic level, dense and symbolic vocabulary
reflects an enclosed and constrained mentality; at the narrative level, fragmentation and philosophical reflections signify the
stagnation of collective consciousness; and at the social level, the impasse of ideals is reproduced within the closed structure
of society. The findings indicate that Kham is not merely an expression of individual experience, but rather the crystallization
of the collective worldview of a generation that, in its search for meaning and freedom, retreated into silence and inwardness.
The study concludes that the breakdown of narrative in this novel reflects the historical failure of intellectualism in
contemporary Iran.

Keywords: Alireza Seifoddini, Kham, sociology of literature, Lucien Goldmann, genetic structuralism, collective worldview,
intellectualism, impasse of ideals
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The Persian novel underwent a significant

transformation in language, form, and
worldview during the 1980s, particularly in the
aftermath of the Iranian Revolution and the
profound social, ideological, and cultural shifts
that followed it. A considerable number of
writers moved away from outwardly oriented
social realism and increasingly turned toward
inwardness, philosophical reflection,
fragmented consciousness, personal history,
faith,  doubt, the

consequences of collective upheaval. Alireza

and psychological

Seyfoddini’'s Kham occupies a distinctive

position within this literary environment
because it combines philosophical
introspection, symbolic language, and a

deeply social sensibility while avoiding the
conventions of overtly realist representation.
Rather than constructing a conventional social
hero whose actions directly confront external
institutions, Seyfoddini creates an exhausted,
divided

protagonist whose crisis reflects a broader

contemplative, and internally
intellectual condition. The novel’s title itself
functions as a multilayered metaphor: kham,
or “bend,” may signify a bend in the road, a
curvature in thought, a historical turning point,
or a condition of inward entrapment in which
movement  continues  without genuine
progress. The present study approaches the
novel through Lucien Goldmann’s genetic
structuralism, a theoretical framework that
regards major literary works as structured

expressions of a collective worldview rather

than as merely individual creations. From this
the

sociological significance because its formal

perspective, literary text acquires

organization, semantic tensions, narrative
contradictions, and character structures may
exhibit a structural homology with the social
consciousness of a particular group or class
(5, 8). The central objective of this study is
therefore to examine whether the closed,
repetitive, introspective, and discontinuous
structure of Kham can be interpreted as

homologous to the crisis-ridden structure of

Iranian intellectual consciousness in the
1980s. The analysis focuses on three
interconnected levels: the linguistic

microstructure, the narrative intermediate
structure, and the social macrostructure. At the
linguistic level, dense, metaphorical, and often
hesitant expression is investigated as an
embodiment of constrained consciousness; at
the narrative level, fragmentation, circularity,
philosophical pauses, and the weakening of
action are analyzed as signs of a collective
inability to transform reflection into praxis; and
at the social level, the recurrent impasse of
ideals is read in relation to a broader historical
condition in which intellectual aspirations
confront social,

In this

ideological, and structural

closure. respect, the study also
engages with previous Iranian applications of
Goldmann’s sociology of literature, particularly
those emphasizing the relationship between
collective worldview and the crisis of
intellectual agency in the modern Persian

novel (1, 2).
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The theoretical foundation of the study rests
on Goldmann’s genetic structuralism, which
conceives the literary work as an internally
coherent structure whose deepest intelligibility
emerges only when it is situated within the
social and historical structures that made it
possible. For Goldmann, the author does not
simply record social reality, nor does the
literary text merely mirror external events;
rather, the work organizes social experience
into a meaningful formal totality that may
express the “possible consciousness” or
collective worldview of a social group (5). This
approach differs from reductionist sociological
criticism because it does not treat literature as
documentary evidence in a narrow sense.
Instead, it seeks correspondences between
formal literary structures and the organization
of social consciousness. The study proceeds
through two major interpretive movements
commonly associated with Goldmannian
analysis: an initial movement of
comprehension, in which the work is examined
and a

as a meaningful internal totality,

subsequent movement of explanation, in
which that internal structure is related to a
broader historical and social structure. This
method is particularly appropriate for Kham
because the novel’'s meaning does not derive
primarily from plot progression but from
patterns of silence, hesitation, repetition,
fractured temporality, symbolic images, and
unresolved  philosophical  contradictions.
Iranian literary criticism has previously shown

the productivity of Goldmann’s model for

interpreting the social significance of Persian

fiction, especially where individual

consciousness appears inseparable from
collective crisis (1, 8). Likewise, the concept of
collective worldview has been used to explain
how modern Iranian novels transform the
pressures of intellectual and historical crisis
into narrative and symbolic forms (2). In Kham,
this relationship is especially visible in the
protagonist’s inability to reconcile faith and
doubt, thought

resignation. The nameless narrator is not

and action, hope and

presented as a psychologically isolated
individual in the conventional sense; rather, his

subjectivity functions as a concentrated site in

which the contradictions of a broader
intellectual milieu become legible. His
fragmented interiority, persistent  self-

guestioning, and inability to locate a stable
horizon of meaning suggest a consciousness
that has lost confidence in its capacity to
intervene effectively in the world. Accordingly,
the method of this study does not isolate
theme from form but treats linguistic density,
characterization,

narrative  discontinuity,

temporality, and symbolic structure as

mutually reinforcing dimensions of a single
socio-literary configuration. The novel is thus
interpreted as a structured response to a
historical experience of intellectual exhaustion
rather than simply as a philosophical
meditation on individual alienation.

At the level of characterization and narrative
form, Kham constructs a world in which

thought predominates over action and
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characters appear less as autonomous
individuals than as differentiated
manifestations of a shared collective
consciousness. The nameless male narrator is
middle-aged, reflective, weary, and
suspended between faith and skepticism. He
repeatedly confronts a world that no longer
offers stable foundations, and the symbolic
instability of his surroundings mirrors the
instability of his consciousness. His existential
and intellectual exhaustion can be read as
representative of an intellectual group whose
unity of consciousness has fractured and
whose capacity to establish a viable
relationship between thought and social action
has weakened. The recurring female figure
occupies a similarly symbolic position. She
shifts between beloved, maternal presence,
memory, imagination, and absent ideal,
thereby functioning not simply as a character
but as a representation of lost meaning, love,
faith, or freedom. Her simultaneous presence
and absence dramatize the unstable status of
value itself within the narrative world. A second
male figure appears at several points as a
conversational counterpart, rival, or shadow of
the narrator, and may be interpreted as an
embodiment of critical self-consciousness or
the internalized “other” through which the
protagonist confronts his own contradictions.
faceless

The numerous peripheral

characters—figures in the mosque,
marketplace, queue, or ordinary social
spaces—reinforce the impression of a

depersonalized collective condition in which

people continue to move but remain trapped in
repetition. This mode of characterization is
especially important from a Goldmannian
perspective because the protagonists of
modern novels often embody problematic
relationships between individual aspirations
and degraded or inaccessible values (5, 9). In
Kham, action is progressively replaced by
contemplation, dialogue by interior
monologue, and linear development by
circular recurrence. The result is a “novel of
reflection” rather than a “novel of action,” and
this formal transformation has sociological
implications: the characters no longer believe
that the world can be substantially
transformed, and therefore their struggle is
displaced into the interior domain of memory,
doubt, and meaning-making. Earlier critical
discussions of the novel have emphasized its
philosophical density and symbolic language
(3, 4), while the present study extends these
observations by interpreting them within a
sociological  framework. The novel’s
philosophical form is therefore not treated as
an escape from history but as one of the
principal ways in which historical defeat is
aesthetically encoded. The breakdown of
active character agency becomes homologous
with the breakdown of collective intellectual
agency, and the literary character becomes
the formal site in which social paralysis is
transformed into existential experience.

The linguistic and temporal organization of
Kham provides further evidence of this

structural homology. Seyfoddini’'s prose is

N\.N
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compressed, metaphorical, reflective, and
frequently interrupted by pauses, hesitations,
and images of silence, darkness, walls, bends,
and arrested movement. Language in the
novel is rarely transparent or merely
communicative; words themselves appear
burdened, exhausted, and uncertain of their
capacity to signify. Such language may be
understood as a formalization of a crisis in
intellectual expression: the narrator continues
to seek meaning through words while
simultaneously doubting that language can still
establish a trustworthy connection between
consciousness and world. This tension is
consistent with the novel’s repeated emphasis
on silence, failed speech, and the inability to
complete thought. The language therefore
does more than describe a crisis; it performs
that crisis. In Goldmannian terms, the form of
expression becomes homologous with the
social condition from which it emerges, and the
disruption of linguistic confidence corresponds
to the disruption of a stable collective
worldview (5, 6). Temporality operates in a
similar manner. The narrative does not move
steadily from past to present toward a defined
resolution; instead, time circulates, returns,
overlaps, and loses clear chronological
direction. Past and present are repeatedly
folded into one another, and the absence of a
meaningful future gives the narrative a static,
suspended quality. Space is also frequently
indeterminate, with unnamed locations and
generalized settings that create a sense of

social universality rather than geographic

specificity. This spatial and temporal
indeterminacy should not be understood
merely as a modernist technique. Within the
interpretive  framework of this study, it
functions as a historical sign of a society
unable to establish a coherent relationship to
either its past or its future. The recurring image
of the “bend” encapsulates this structure:
movement has reached a point of curvature,
but the path beyond remains obscure. In this
respect, Kham may be situated within a
broader genealogy of Persian modern fiction in
which narrative fragmentation and unstable
subjectivity serve as aesthetic responses to
crisis. Hedayat’'s The Blind Owl similarly
constructs a fractured relationship between
consciousness, time, and meaning, while Al-e
Ahmad’s The School Principal depicts a
protagonist trapped within an institutional
structure that resists meaningful reform (10,
11). Seyfoddini’s distinctive contribution lies in
internalizing this crisis more radically: where
earlier texts often retain a visible external
object of conflict, Kham relocates the struggle
into the structures of consciousness itself.

The comparative analysis further clarifies the
specific  position of Kham within the
development of the modern Persian novel. In
The Blind Owl, the narrator confronts a
radically destabilized world and retreats into
obsession, doubling, memory, and madness;
in The School Principal, the protagonist
confronts a social institution whose structural
inertia gradually undermines his reformist

intentions. Both works stage a conflict
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between individual consciousness and a
resistant world, yet they do so through different
formal strategies (10, 11). Kham inherits
elements of both traditions while redirecting
them toward a post-revolutionary intellectual
condition. Like Hedayat’s narrator,
Seyfoddini’s protagonist inhabits a fractured
interior world, but his fragmentation is less a
manifestation of radical individual alienation
than of historically mediated collective
exhaustion. Like Al-e Ahmad’s school
principal, he confronts the failure of agency,
but the conflict is no longer centered on
institutional reform or direct social action;
instead, it has been absorbed into
consciousness, where the question becomes
whether meaning itself can survive after the
collapse of transformative expectations. From
a Goldmannian perspective, this movement
from action to reflection is especially
significant  because it suggests a
transformation in the collective worldview that
underlies literary form. The earlier possibility of
ethical or social intervention gives way to a
quieter, more defensive attempt to preserve
meaning within consciousness. This shift
aligns with critical accounts of intellectual crisis
in contemporary Iranian fiction, in which
literary subjectivity becomes a site for
negotiating the loss of collective certainties
and the weakening of historical agency (2). It
also resonates with broader Marxist and
sociological theories of the novel that treat
literary form as inseparable from historically

specific contradictions between subject and

world (6, 9). The closed structure of Kham, its
repetitive temporality, its symbolic density, and
its persistent silences thus acquire a
significance that exceeds stylistic preference.
They become constitutive elements of the
novel’s social meaning. The failure of linear
narrative is homologous with the failure of
historical progression; the weakening of
dialogue reflects the weakening of collective
communication; and the substitution of
introspection for action corresponds to the
transition from active intellectual engagement
to passive or defensive consciousness. In this
sense, Seyfoddini’s novel can be understood
as a bridge between the philosophical
modernism associated with Hedayat and the
socially engaged critique associated with Al-e
Ahmad, while also marking a distinctive
historical stage in which crisis is no longer
represented primarily through external conflict
but through the structure of inwardness itself
(3. 4).

The study concludes that Kham should be
read not merely as a philosophical novel
centered on an isolated individual but as a
literary crystallization of a collective historical
experience. Its sociological significance lies
precisely in the way historical crisis is
transformed into language, narrative form,
characterization, temporality, and symbolic
structure. The exhausted narrator embodies a
generation suspended between faith and
reason, aspiration and defeat, the desire for
meaning and the inability to restore it through

action. The female figure gives symbolic form
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to absent or inaccessible values; the faceless
secondary characters represent repetition
without destination; and the fragmented
narrative reproduces a social consciousness
that cannot move toward resolution. At the
linguistic level, silence, density, hesitation, and
metaphor reveal the erosion of confidence in
communication; at the narrative level,
circularity and discontinuity convert historical
paralysis into aesthetic form; and at the social
level, the closed structure of the novel
corresponds to an intellectual environment
marked by diminished agency and unresolved
contradiction. The central contribution of this
reading is therefore to demonstrate that the
novel’s apparent inwardness is not opposed to
social interpretation but is itself deeply social.
The movement from public action to private
reflection, from collective aspiration to
individual silence, and from narrative progress
to repetition constitutes the principal structural
logic through which the novel articulates the
crisis of Iranian intellectualism. The
breakdown of narrative is consequently
interpretable as the literary equivalent of a
breakdown in historical confidence, while the
persistent search for meaning prevents the
novel from collapsing into absolute nihilism.
Kham preserves, within its silence, a residual
form of resistance: the effort to sustain thought
when action appears impossible, to retain
meaning when shared ideals have weakened,
and to transform historical exhaustion into
literary form. In this respect, the novel stands

as a significant representation of an

intellectual generation caught at a historical
bend, unable to return to earlier certainties and
unable to envision a stable path forward, yet
stil  attempting through language and
reflection to preserve the possibility of

meaning.
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