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ABSTRACT 

Magical realism has been studied extensively in relation to Latin America and 

subsequently in other parts of the world, yet the Middle East has not received adequate 

attention in academic scholarship. This PhD study examines a selection of contemporary 

female-authored narratives from the Middle East to establish an understanding of the 

practice of magical realism in this region. The selected texts for this study are: Raja 

Alem’s Fatma and My Thousand and One Nights; Shahrnush Parsipur’s Women Without 

Men and Touba and the Meaning of Night; Elif Shafak’s The Bastard of Istanbul and Gina 

B. Nahai’s Moonlight on the Avenue of Faith.  

This study firstly explores the concept of magical realism as a mode of writing 

and determines its relationship to the Middle Eastern context. It then evaluates the texts 

under scrutiny by examining how the narrative of magical realism is constructed and what 

the sources are of the magical component in these texts, specifically in relation to Middle 

Eastern mythology. It also investigates the ideological aspect behind the employment of 

magical realism and whether it serves any political goal. The analysis of the selected texts 

is approached from three standpoints, that is, from literary, mythological and ideological 

perspectives. I argue that magical realism serves various purposes and that it is applied 

from perspectives that can be regarded as marginal to their communities’ dominant 

values, to subvert mainstream ideology. I also demonstrate that the Middle East is a 

crucial place to investigate magical realism because of the numerous complex cultural 

values that interact with each other in this region, and which enrich the practice of magical 

realism. 
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LAY SUMMARY 

This PhD project explores the practice of magical realism in the Middle Eastern 

context. It examines the literary techniques, the sources of the magical and purposes 

behind the employment of this mode of narrative. Further, the study identifies a particular 

traditional marginality finding its voice in the genre: its focus is on fiction by several 

Middle Eastern women who use it to express a range of themes and concerns. A selection 

of narratives are examined: Gina B. Nahai’s Moonlight on the Avenue of Faith (2000), 

Raja'a Alem’s Fatma (2002), Shahrnush Parsipur’s Women Without Men (2004), Elif 

Shafak’s The Bastard of Istanbul (2008), Shahrnush Parsipur’s Touba and the Meaning 

of Night (2006), Raja’a Alem’s My Thousand and One Nights (2007).  

This study demonstrates that the Middle East is in fact a crucial locale to 

investigate when studying magical realism because it comprises authentic properties that 

enrich the practice of magical realism regionally and globally. The research goes on to 

focus more specifically on the practice of magical realism by women writers in the Middle 

East. It approaches magical realism in these works from their position of marginality 

within Middle Eastern cultures and politics, specifically in relation to gender, ethnicity 

and religion, particularly, females as a marginal gendered group in chapter three; 

Armenians and Iranian Jews as marginal ethnic minorities in chapter four; and Sufism as 

a marginal religious practice in chapter five. I argue that the employment of magical 

realism functions to subvert dominant ideology and to represent the perspectives of these 

marginal groups. This thesis seeks to address the following questions:  

• How is the narrative of magical realism constructed? And what are the main 

literary techniques employed by the authors? 

• What are the sources of the magical in these narratives? And does magical realism 

have any cultural reference? 
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• Why the use of magical realism? And what purpose does it serve for the female 

authors?  

The first chapter sets out the theoretical framework of the study. It contextualises 

the practice of magical realism concentrating on two issues that arise from its study, its 

definition(s) and its cultural exclusivity. Reviewing the meaning(s) of magical realism 

aims to construct an effective framework through establishing a mutual understanding of 

the concept between the reader and the writer. Examining the question of magical 

realism’s geographical location is essential not only because of the debate that surrounds 

it but also because it offers an entry to the practice of this tradition in the Middle East, the 

geographical context for this study. Through a deep engagement with secondary sources 

such as Faris’s book Ordinary Enchantments and her essay “Scheherazade’s Children” I 

examine a number of characteristics that are considered essential in categorising any 

fictional text as magical realist. In order to provide a distinctive and inclusive study of 

magical realism in women’s fictional writing in the Middle East, I examine the topic, in 

relation to the primary and secondary sources, from three main standpoints, as mentioned, 

that is literary, mythological and ideological. I look into the aesthetics of constructing 

these narratives, the mythological sources of the magical and the socio-political reasons 

behind applying this particular type of writing. In the analysis of the selected texts, in 

later chapters, I depart from these three positions, within the framework of magical 

realism and in relation to the Middle Eastern context.  

The second chapter contextualises the study in the relevant literature. By 

reviewing the critical studies of magical realism in the Middle East, I illustrate a gap in 

this field of study, in that there is little to no critical attention to either this mode of writing 

or to women’s writing in this region. I go further than that to demonstrate that the location 

of the Middle East is crucial to the study of magical realism in general and to the present 

study in particular. This is because certain cultural myths, religious beliefs and folktales 
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have in fact influenced the writing of this mode, globally and locally. This connection 

provides more depth for this study as it shows the role that the Middle East has played in 

the historical and literary development of magical realism. 

The subsequent chapters are the analysis of the selected narratives. Each focuses 

on two authors in a comparative method. Chapter three views magical realism in relation 

to gender and studies the female voice in Raja Alem’s Fatma and Shahrnush Parsipur’s 

Women Without Men. It provides a brief background on the female literary tradition in 

the context of Saudi Arabia and Iran to highlight the socio-political impact that led to the 

rise in magical realist practice in women’s writing. It also reviews the production and 

reception of both works and asserts the need for an innovative feminist-critical approach 

that compliments the practice of magical realism. The analysis and discussion of the 

selected works are approached from three main strands; firstly, the poetic aspect 

investigates the ways in which the narrative is constructed and underlines how the magical 

is employed in the narrative to advance the female voice; secondly, the mythic explores 

its role in relation to the configuration of time and space in the narratives and the impact 

of these aspects on the female characters; thirdly, the politics outlines the development of 

the female characters in response to patriarchal constraint and the role of the magical to 

create an alternative world in which they experience a form of physical and spiritual 

transformations. 

 Chapter four examines magical realism and ethnicity by focusing on the 

representation of ethnic minorities in Elif Shafak’s The Bastard of Istanbul and Gina B. 

Nahai’s Moonlight on the Avenue of Faith. It explores the concept of ethnicity and 

provides a brief historical context regarding the status of Armenians and Iranian Jews in 

the Middle East. It also reviews the existing literature on the selected texts and highlights 

the influence of the authors’ cultural backgrounds, descending from Middle Eastern 

tradition, on their practice of magical realism. The textual analysis and contextual 
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discussion of the narratives are approached from three main strands; firstly, I investigate 

the poetics and aesthetics aspect, the ways in which the narrative is constructed, which 

will underline how the magical is employed in the narrative to convey the minority 

perspective; secondly, I explore the ways in which I consider regional magical and 

mythical elements to be the main sources of the magical element; thirdly, I outline the 

political dimension of employing magical realism, in that it highlights the need for 

preserving history and cultural memory which are essential to the construction of ethnic 

identity. I argue that magical realism offers a site of resistance to dominant ideology via 

exposing historical atrocities practised against the ethnic minority. Overall, this chapter 

follows a close reading of the texts and considers the viewpoint of the ethnic minority as 

an approach to understand the status of these groups as portrayed in the narratives under 

analysis. Therefore, a combination of textual and contextual readings of the narratives is 

applied.   

 Chapter five investigates magical realism and religion by exploring the mystical 

experience in Raja Alem’s My Thousand and One Nights and Shahrnush Parsipur’s Touba 

and the Meaning of Night. It provides a brief background of Sufism and shows why I 

view it to be marginal in the Middle East. It also reviews the existing literature on the 

selected texts and asserts the need for a Sufi-based reading that echoes the practice of 

magical realism. The textual analysis and contextual discussion of the selected works 

comprises three main strands. Firstly, I investigate the literary aspect in relation to 

narrative construction, which underlines how the magical is employed in the narrative to 

portray the mystical experience of the characters. Secondly, I explore the ways in which 

I consider the mythical and the mystical to be the main sources of the magical formulation 

in the narratives. Thirdly, I outline the political dimension of employing Sufi thoughts, 

the development of the female characters in their quest to follow the Sufi path and the 

role of immersing themselves in Sufi transcendental ideas. I argue that the mystical 
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experience in these narratives offers a site of resistance to dominant ideology by which a 

marginalised Sufi perspective is emphasised. Overall, this chapter follows a close reading 

of the texts and considers the philosophy of Sufism as an approach to the experience of 

mysticism as portrayed in the narratives under analysis. Therefore, a combination of 

textual and contextual readings of the narratives is applied.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Envision a woman who sprouts wings and ascends into the sky, or another who 

metamorphoses into a snake-like woman after being bitten by a deadly serpent, and a 

third who transcends the physical world into unknown realms. What these instances have 

in common is the presence of fantastical elements that depart from an otherwise 

recognisably real physical world. This style of writing, incorporating two varieties, one 

realistic and the other extending wildly beyond the world of mundane reality, is the genre 

and the realm of magical realism.  

The concept of magical realism has established itself to be critical in 

contemporary literary criticism: it “now designates perhaps the most important 

contemporary trend in international fiction” (Faris, 2004, p. 1). It is celebrated by critics 

as a mode of writing that opposes the predominant and hegemonic Western mode of 

realism, which is, at least in general, based on empirical knowledge and grounds its 

invented worlds on objectively verifiable physical environments and actions. Hence, as 

an aesthetic and political tool, magical realism has flourished in marginal literary contexts 

that rely on non-empirical modes of experience such as myth and superstition as one way 

of perceiving reality. For instance, in Latin American literature, Gabriel García 

Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967) reveals unknown aspects of the land 

and people of Latin America; in postcolonial literature, Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s 

Children (1980) reflects on India’s independence from British colonialism; in feminist 

literature, Isabel Allende’s The House of the Spirits (1982) addresses gender and class 

inequality; and in African American literature, Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987) responds 

to the slavery of Black people in America. As a mode of expression, magical realism 

permits writers to convey the voices of those on the margins of societies, and thus is 

largely associated with non-Western cultures.  The fictions of these celebrated authors 

defy the nominally rigid boundaries of the dominant Western realism by incorporating 
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extraordinary magical events, typically derived from indigenous cultures and local belief 

systems. This by no means suggests that this feature is restricted to magical realism, nor 

that the ‘marginalised’ are only associated with non-Western cultures. 

Magical realism appeared initially in Europe in the early twentieth century to 

denote a new form of art, around the mid-twentieth century; it became strongly associated 

with Latin American literature, with ‘The Boom’ (Faris, 2004, p. 37). Some of the most 

acclaimed magical realist writers within this movement were Julio Cortázar (Argentina), 

Gabriel Garcia Marquez (Colombia), Alejo Carpentier (Cuba), and more recently Isabel 

Allende (Chile). Due to this popularity, magical realism in this part of the world has been 

studied extensively in Western scholarship. For instance, some scholars have investigated 

the bright and dark sides of Latin American magical realism (Danow, 2004). Others have 

examined the nature and origins of magical realism based on ideas of the Latin American 

critics Alejo Carpentier and Jorge Luis Borges and applied their criticism to the narratives 

of Garcia Marquez (Warnes, 2009).  

While the majority of academic scholarship on magical realism initially focused 

on the Latin American context, other studies considered this literary practice as it grew 

elsewhere. Indeed, pioneer scholars of magical realism, like Wendy Faris, Lois Parkinson 

Zamora and others, have campaigned for the internationality of this literary practice. This 

implies that magical realism needs to be examined from different parts of the world and 

recognised as a world literature (Faris, 2004, p. 3). Recently, scholars have approached 

magical realism across cultures, ranging from Latin American, African American to 

European literature (Aldea, 2011). Among these are Brenda Cooper’s study of the 

development of magical realism in the African context.  

Nevertheless, the continent of Asia has been behind in the study of magical 

realism. Faris (2004) acknowledged the need to pay attention to this vast region: “a truly 
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comprehensive study of magical realism in world literature would need to … be extended 

into other literatures, especially in the Near and Far East” (p. 3). As a result, recent studies 

started to investigate magical realism in the Asian context to fill this gap. Bhattacharya 

(2020), for example, examines novels from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka; 

Holgate (2020) inspects narratives ranging from Japan to South Korea to China and 

Taiwan. Despite these attempts to internationalise magical realism, the Middle East has 

been largely neglected.1 

This PhD project seeks to fill this gap and to contribute to the study of magical 

realism by identifying its place in Middle Eastern literature, and examining its techniques 

and purposes. Further, it recognises a particular traditional marginality finding its voice 

in the genre: its focus is on fiction by several Middle Eastern women who use it to express 

a range of themes and concerns. A selection of narratives are examined: Gina B. Nahai’s 

Moonlight on the Avenue of Faith (2000), Raja’a Alem’s Fatma (2002), Shahrnush 

Parsipur’s Women Without Men (2004)2, Elif Shafak’s The Bastard of Istanbul (2008), 

Shahrnush Parsipur’s Touba and the Meaning of Night (2006)3, Raja’a Alem’s My 

Thousand and One Nights (2007)4.  

This research demonstrates that the Middle East is in fact a crucial locale to 

investigate when studying magical realism because it comprises authentic properties that 

enrich the practice of magical realism regionally and globally, as will be confirmed in due 

 

1 These are but a few examples of the critical studies of magical realism. More in-depth literature review 
can be found in chapter two. 
2 Published in Persian in 1989 and translated into English by Kamran Talattof and Jocelyn Sharlet in 1998 
(1st ed.). 
3 Published in Persian in 1989 and translated into English by Havva Houshmand and Kamran Talattof in 
2006. 
4 Published in Arabic in 1998 and translated into English by Raja’a Alem and Tom McDonough in 2007. 
His collaboration with Alem resulted in the publication of her two novels Fatma and My Thousand and 
One Nights. Alem and McDonough went through a process whereby Alem would write a manuscript in 
English and send it to McDonough who edited her writing and sent it back to her. Hence, his role is more 
of an editor rather than a translator.  
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course. The study goes on to focus more specifically on the practice of magical realism 

by women writers in the Middle East. It approaches magical realism in these works from 

their position of marginality within Middle Eastern cultures and politics, specifically in 

relation to gender, ethnicity and religion. While such a perspective links to global study 

of women’s writing in feminist and other readings of literature, the marginality expressed 

by our authors covers the following specific areas: females as a marginal gendered group 

in chapter three; Armenians and Iranian Jews as marginal ethnic minorities in chapter 

four; and Sufism as a marginal religious practice in chapter five. I argue that the 

employment of magical realism functions to subvert dominant ideology and to represent 

the perspectives of these marginal groups. In particular, this thesis seeks to address the 

following questions:  

1- How is the narrative of magical realism constructed? And what are the main 

literary techniques employed by the authors? 

2- What are the sources of the magical in these narratives? And does magical 

realism have any cultural reference? 

3- Why the use of magical realism? And what purpose does it serve for the 

female authors?  

The first question focuses on the literary aesthetics and formal aspects of the literary text 

to determine what makes these narratives fit the description of magical realism. Also, it 

is concerned with whether there are any corresponding patterns in terms of the structural 

employment of magical realism. I answer the question in relation to magical realism 

criticism, postmodernism and narrativity theories. The second question concentrates on 

the mythological aspects of magical realism, in particular those that are associated with 

and derived from Middle Eastern and Islamic mythologies. The third question is 

concerned with the ideological and political aspects behind the employment of magical 

realism in these texts and in relation to the Middle Eastern framework. This would help 
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in identifying the objectives that magical realism serves in this region and beyond. I 

answer these three questions throughout the body of this thesis. I also reflect upon three 

aspects that correspond with the stated questions: literary, mythology and ideology, which 

I categorise accordingly after examining secondary sources- namely, Faris’s 

“Scheherazade’s Children” (1995) and Ordinary Enchantments (2004), as will be 

demonstrated in chapter one.  

Prior to proceeding further, it is necessary to set the boundaries of this study and 

to unpack certain key assumptions implied in the title. I offer my own working definitions 

to help clarify my intended meanings. Firstly, the term “contemporary” is verified by the 

present time- the now moment- yet it proves to be challenging to decide on when the 

contemporary period had begun. For one thing, we can agree that “different communities 

have different senses of ‘when’ they are living and when the current moment began” 

(Eaglestone, 2013, p. 1094). This is particularly pertinent in the aftermath of World War 

II with the independence of colonies and the establishment of new territories. In relation 

to that, generic understanding of contemporary fiction is that “the ‘contemporary’ might 

mark the end of a previous literary age” (Eaglestone, 2013, p. 1094). Contemporary 

fiction is sometimes linked to the end of modernism and the beginning of postmodernism, 

or is viewed as a trend that appeared in reaction to postmodernism  (Hoberek, 2007, p. 

242). Despite these attempts to locate its place in relation to other literary movements, it 

remains difficult to assert what constitutes contemporary fiction because, as Morrison 

(2003) observes, “contemporary fictions are anything but homogeneous” (7). This is 

particularly relevant considering “the heterogeneity of contemporary fiction has its own 

analogues in the postmodern era” (Hoberek, 2007, p. 236). One feature observed in the 

critical study of contemporary fiction is the unprecedented resurgence of the genre of 

world literature and a surge in the global novel (Morrison, 2003, p. 5), besides 

engagement with novel themes and strands of ideas such as cultural memory and national 
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identity (Morrison, 2003, p. 5). This period witnessed an explosion in literary production 

and while the scholarly usage of the term contemporary fiction is prevalent, its meaning 

is taken for granted and thus its innate issues are rarely addressed nor are clarified. As a 

result, no consensus on when contemporary fiction has emerged or on what defines it.  

Based on all that, I regard the texts under scrutiny as contemporary fiction due to 

the time frame of their production- and translation- published in the last thirty years, 

extending from 1989 to 2007. Even though the narratives under scrutiny are set to be 

contemporary, the temporal setting in the fictional works varies from past, present to 

future. In other words, the worlds of the narratives vary in time in that some occur in a 

specified historical period, while others are set in the present, to the mixing of both past 

and present; and in one case no clear time frame is given. In many ways, the temporality 

of the narratives reflects certain historical events that occurred during that time, 

particularly in the Middle East, events that shaped the literary scene in this region and 

had an explicit effect on the themes of these novels, such as political and social changes 

that occurred prior to or during the composition of the narratives. 

Additionally, the concept of fictional narrative needs to be defined as it is far from 

being a unified category. Gérard Genette defines narrative as “the oral or written 

discourse that undertakes to tell of an event or a series of events” (Genette, 1983, p. 25) 

Similarly, Cohn (2000) describes it as “a series of statements that deal with a casually 

related sequence of events that concern human (or human-like) being” (12), and this 

includes fictional and non-fictional narratives. Fiction is a form of literary narrative which 

includes various types of prose writing, like novels, novellas and short stories. Fictional 

narrative consists of imaginary settings, characters and events that either depict the world 

we live in or abandon realistic representation.  
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On a theoretical level, the issue of representation poses a question regarding the 

distinction between fact and fiction, the two are obviously placed in opposition to one 

another.  It is largely agreed, at least amongst classical literary theorists, that fictional 

works possess their own truth value (Schaeffer, 2014, p. 184). This is by no means equal 

to factual truth, as fictional truth can be undertood as it exists in the fictional world which 

is “a counterfactual world” to the one we live in (Schaeffer, 2014, p. 184). Unlike factual 

narratives, which are built on true events occurred in the actual world we know, fictional 

narratives are non-referential to our real world because they are “characterised by their 

lack of semantic connections with the real world” (Currie, 1990, p. 5). One might ask 

what if there is a clear reference to a historical moment or a specific geographical 

location? Cohn (2000) offers a resolution to this predicament as he states: “when we speak 

of nonreferentiality of fiction, we do not mean that it can not refer to the real world outside 

the text, but that it need not refer to it” (15). They are mimetic representation, in the sense 

that they are literary  artefact that imitate reality but are never reality itself: “mimesis is a 

simulacrum, an ‘as if,’ and as such it is opposed to truth: mimesis can never be more than 

a ‘make-believe’” (Schaeffer, 2014, p. 184).  In sum, “fictional narrative is a species of 

non-factual representation” (Schaeffer, 2014, p. 184).  

On a pragmatic level, there are many elements that need to be present in order to 

consider a text to be fictional narrative. I find the narratological concepts of the 

structuralist theorist Gérard Genette to be rather valuable in this regard, his monograph 

Narrative Discourse (1983) is particularly helpful to understand the relationship between 

the different levels of narrative constructs. Genette presents three concepts as follows: 1- 

story, which refers to “the signified or narrative content”, 2- narrative, which means “the 

signifier, statement, discourse or narrative text itself” and 3- narrating, meaning “the 

producing narrative action” (Genette, 1983, p. 27). In addition, and in fictional narratives, 

the narrator- as exists in fictional world- differs from the author- as exists in our real 
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world-  (Genette, 1993, pp. 78–88). It is justifiable to address these technical 

terminologies before embarking on the analysis since one aspect of this research involves 

evaluation of narrative techniques such as: the act of narrative and the point of view of 

narration. 

In similar fashion, examining magical realism as a type of fictional narrative has 

been brought into question. It is often asked whether magical realism is “a mode of 

narration”, “a literary movement” or “a genre of fiction”(Warnes, 2009, p. 5) On the one 

hand, Faris (2004) approaches magical realism as a narrative mode, and she occasionally 

refers to it as a literary genre (43-64), overlooking to remark on how and why it fits this 

classification. She also views it as an international trend, she states: “the term persists 

because it is useful as a description of a worldwide trend” (Faris, 2004, p. 39). Amaryll 

Chanady (1985), on the other hand, refuses to accept magical realism as a genre, since 

the notion denotes “well-defined and historically identifiable form” an idea that is lacking 

in magical realism because it is less “historically and geographically restricted” category 

(vii). She, nevertheless, recognises magical realism as a narrative mode and advances her 

analysis from a structural level.  

Another element of this research that needs to be defined is one that concerns 

authorship. The authors of the narratives featured herein are all females who either reside 

in the Middle East or descend from this region. It is important to note that although they 

are all female authors, they invoke magical realism not only from a gender-based 

perspective, as the analysis reveals, but also from other socio-political and ethno-religious 

aspects. Therefore, an inclusive feminist reading of these texts is not the only objective 

of this study, but one aspect of it. My choice of women’s writing is an attempt to 

popularise some of these neglected works because there is a gap in the scholarship of 

magical realism with regard to writing by women in this region.  
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The last category that needs to be identified is in relation to the spatial and cultural 

scope of this research. Departing from Morrison’s (2003) statement that fictional 

narrative “needs to be read as a product of the cultural conditions from which it emerges” 

(7), I choose to focus on the Middle East. By that I refer to its geographical and cultural 

boundary, but within this framework, there appears to be different cultures that the authors 

belong to and in many cases engage with in their writing. This includes Arab, Persian and 

Turkish, besides other ethnic and religious minorities within these groups, such as 

Armenians and Jews.  

It is important to note that while the authors originally come from the Middle East, 

some of them are resident in the West and the plots of their novels cover parts of the West 

as well as certain regions in the Middle East. Even though Shafak and Nahai write in 

English and live in the US, I consider them to reflect Middle Eastern literature because 

not only they descend from Turkey and Iran, respectively, but they choose to engage with 

their ethnic and religious background. Nahai, in particular, is one of the few Iranian 

authors in diaspora who writes about Iranian Jews and who employs magical realism to 

unfold the experience of being a Jew in the Middle East. Hence, her work is of substantial 

value in this regard, and she- and Shafak- are thus included in this study to understand 

how their works link them both to the realm of magical realism and to the tradition of the 

Middle East. Overall, the objective of selecting the Middle East as the spatial/locative 

setting for this study is to continue the critical endeavour that views magical realism from 

other cultural boundaries beyond Latin America. 

All in all, part of this study is textual analysis that utilises narrativity theories. 

According to Genette (1983): “the level of narrative discourse is the only one directly 

available to textual analysis, which is itself the only instrument of examination at our 

disposal in the field of literary narrative, and particularly fictional narrative” (27). 

Contrary to Genette’s statement, and other structuralist critics, I examine contextual 
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factors in the study of magical realism; hence, the geographical location and authors’ 

background are vital to consider. I follow an integrated critical approach whereby 

narrative theory is considered as well as cultural studies, and I use both as analytical 

instruments. According to Morrison (2003), “the range and variety of contemporary 

writing demands similar variation in critical approach” (7). Magical realism, being a 

complex phenomenon that involves countless sides requires a multifaceted approach to 

accommodate this complexity and to allow an inclusive understanding of the genre. The 

present study is text-based research, consisting of textual and contextual analysis through 

close reading of the selected texts and examining other socio-political, religious and 

historical elements. In other words, this research comprises a textual study of the literary 

texts on a structural level, in which I engage with some aspects of narratology and 

postmodernism. In addition, I apply insights from other ideological and political theories 

on a contextual level such as feminism, marginality and spirituality. Using these lenses, I 

specifically examine how elements of magical realism are constructed (textually) and 

reveal the objectives that underpin their employment (contextually).  

Overall, this study is grounded in the field of magical realism and other theories 

and philosophies are utilised where necessary. I situate this study within the context of 

the relevant critical theories, primarily the theoretical conception of magical realism 

(Faris, 1995; 2004), the aesthetics of postmodernism (Faris, 1995; D’Haen, 1995), the 

theory of feminist narratology (Lanser, 1986), ideas of ethnicity, and thoughts on 

spirituality. I analyse the selected works through a comparative-critical approach, in that 

in each of the analysis chapters, two novels are placed in contrast with one another in 

order to conceptualise the writing of magical realism in the Middle East through 

identifying any recurrent patterns. 

The rationale behind the selection of the novels referred to initially is to provide 

paradigms from three cultures and countries within the Middle East, that is Arabic culture 
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(Saudi Arabia), Persian culture (Iran) and Turkish culture (Turkey). In order to present a 

generic study of magical realism in the Middle East, I have selected texts that represent 

the aforementioned cultures within this region. I also juxtapose recognised and less 

recognised texts for purposes of critical analysis and comparative discussion.  Despite the 

growing interest in the critical study of magical realism, there had been no specific studies 

of the practice in the selected regions for this study, as will be shown in chapter two. They 

have been underexploited by academics in the West, particularly in the form of 

comparative study, as this research proposes. The overall aim is to reach a better 

understanding of the employment of magical realism in this region.  

It should be noted that some of these texts were written in English and others have 

been translated into it, but I only look at the English versions. This is mainly because the 

selected texts range from Arabic, Persian to Turkish backgrounds. Therefore, and in order 

to adopt a uniform object of study, I have only engaged with literary texts written in the 

English language. Furthermore, this study is situated in the field of magical realism, 

which is mainly conducted in English and is becoming increasingly popular in Western 

Academia. Recent developments in the scholarship of magical realism have led to a 

renewed interest in writings from all over the globe. One way to overcome the language 

barrier is through studying the English translations of the original works. The inclusion 

of English examples of magical realism from the Middle East serves many purposes. 

Primarily, the English language facilitates the accessibility for scholars to conduct more 

studies on literature from this part of the world and permits to popularise some of the 

neglected works due to linguistic inaccessibility.   

Last but not least, the thesis is organised as follows: the first chapter sets out the 

theoretical framework of the study. It contextualises the practice of magical realism 

concentrating on two issues that arise from its study, its definition(s) and its cultural 

exclusivity. Reviewing the meaning(s) of magical realism aims to construct an effective 
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framework through establishing a mutual understanding of the concept between the 

reader and the writer. Examining the question of magical realism’s geographical location 

is essential not only because of the debate that surrounds it (the Latin American 

monopoly) but also because it offers an entry to the practice of this tradition in the Middle 

East. Through a deep engagement with secondary sources such as Faris’s book Ordinary 

Enchantments and her essay “Scheherazade’s Children” I examine a number of 

characteristics that are considered essential in categorising any fictional text as magical 

realist  

Chapter two contextualises the study in the relevant literature. By reviewing all 

the critical studies of magical realism in the Middle East, I illustrate a gap in this field of 

study, in that there is little to no critical attention to either this mode of writing or to 

women’s writing in this region. I go further than that to demonstrate that the location of 

the Middle East is crucial to the study of magical realism in general and to the present 

study in particular. This is because certain cultural myths, religious beliefs and folktales 

have in fact influenced the writing of this mode, globally and locally. This connection 

provides more depth for this study as it shows the role that the Middle East has played in 

the historical and literary development of magical realism. 

The subsequent chapters are the analysis of the selected narratives. Each focuses 

on two authors in a comparative method. Chapter three views magical realism in relation 

to gender and studies the female voice in Raja Alem’s Fatma and Shahrnush Parsipur’s 

Women Without Men; chapter four examines magical realism and ethnicity by focusing 

on the representation of ethnic minorities in Elif Shafak’s The Bastard of Istanbul and 

Gina B. Nahai’s Moonlight on the Avenue of Faith; and chapter five investigates magical 

realism and religion by exploring the mystical experience in Raja Alem’s My Thousand 

and One Nights and Shahrnush Parsipur’s Touba and the Meaning of Night. What these 

groups have in common is that they all stand on the periphery of society. In each of these 
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chapters I argue that magical realism is used to assert subordinate voices and perspectives 

as well as to challenge dominant ideologies in the Middle East.   
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 TOWARDS AN UNDERSTANDING OF MAGICAL REALISM 

1.1 Introduction 

This chapter engages with the theoretical and geopolitical aspects of magical 

realism. It addresses the main problems that surface when studying magical realism and 

proposes solutions to overcome them. The major issues are 1- how to define magical 

realism? and 2- which part(s) of the world does the practice belong to? The literature is 

abundant with debates over the term’s precise meaning(s) and its geographic/ cultural 

exclusivity. I propose three approaches to overcome the conceptual confusion of magical 

realism. Firstly, I trace the historical and critical evolution of the term to pinpoint 

conceptual modifications occurring since its first usage. Secondly, to show how magical 

realism has been compared to other styles of writing, namely fantasy and realism. This 

further helps in understanding its meaning(s) and to clear any confusion that might arise 

with other similar fiction like the fantastic. Thirdly, I suggest approaching magical 

realism using a number of characteristics developed by pioneer scholars in the field, and 

attempt to situate it within popular literary theoretical movements like postmodernism, in 

order to shift focus from all-encompassing definition into detailed characteristics most 

useful in narrative analysis as they refer to perceptible details. With regards to the issue 

of cultural exclusivity, this chapter discusses the claim of Latin American hegemony over 

the practice of magical realism. It then moves away from this geographical and cultural 

expanse to regard it as an international phenomenon. 

1.2 The Issue of Defining Magical Realism 

The main issue that arises with the study of magical realism is apparent when 

examining its diverse meaning(s). Critics and scholars have taken different grounds in 

approaching the term which impacted their definitions of it. This section aims to show 

the conceptual disagreement by reviewing different definitions of magical realism and 
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showing the underlying ambiguity of the term which led to this critical disparity. Due to 

the hybrid and fluid nature of this concept, it is difficult to reach a comprehensive 

definition of it. I argue that despite the fundamental problematisation of magical realism, 

it is essential to consider all aspects of it and to embrace the fluidity of its boundaries. In 

other words, I suggest considering all the variations rooted within the concept of magical 

realism and accepting its multi-faceted possibilities. But more importantly, I propose to 

find other strategies of approaching magical realism like working on its characteristics 

instead of trying to accommodate individual texts to predominant broad definitions of it. 

To begin with, Angel Flores (1995) provides a generic and simplistic view of 

magical realism when he states that it is “the amalgamation of realism and fantasy” (112). 

This broad definition is a good starting point but not sufficient as it lacks in-depth 

exploration of its two-fold segments. When examining the terminology, the issue mostly 

arises from its former part, as critics contested the precise meaning of the magical. 

Generally speaking, their views can be grouped into two categories, those who deny the 

occurrence of fantastical events and regard the magical as that which inclines to portray 

an unusual and ambiguous view of reality, and those who believe in the presence of the 

fantastical. This terminological confusion seems to result from the critical evolution of 

the concept, as will be shown next.   

Tracing the historical evolution of magical realism shows that it has gone through 

two major phases. The term was firstly introduced by the German art critic Franz Roh in 

1925 to mean a return to reality by uncovering its hidden mystery.  In his book, Nach-

Expressionismus, Magischer Realismus he coined the term ‘magic realism’ and 

introduced it to describe New Objectivity, a new art form that appeared in European 

painting in reaction to Expressionism.  He explains the difference between the two 

movements thus: in Expressionist art the focus is placed on “fantastic, extra-terrestrial, 

remote objects” (Roh, 1995, p. 16), while in magic realist paintings, he maintains, “it 
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seems to us that this fantastic dreamscape has completely vanished and that our real world 

re-emerges before our eyes, bathed in the clarity of a new day” (Roh, 1995, p.17).  

In Roh’s conception of magical realism, there is a sense of denial regarding the 

occurrence of the supernatural. This view maintains that life, when viewed from unusual 

angles, can show a certain amount of ambiguity and mystery that might be regarded as 

magical, not because it contains fantastical elements but because it reveals enigmatic 

aspects of reality: “the writer of magic realist texts deals with objective reality and 

attempts to discover the mystery that exists in objects, in life and in human actions, 

without resorting to fantastic elements” (Spindler, 1993, p. 77). Roh (1995) explains that 

it is through the revisiting, with a questioning attitude, of familiar objects in our reality 

that the magical appears in uncanny manners that were unexperienced before:  

In making what was formerly accepted as obvious into a ‘problem’ for the first 

time, we enter a much deeper realm, even though some of the results may seem 

inadequate to us. This calm admiration of the magic of being, of the discovery 

that things already have their own faces, means that the ground in which the most 

diverse ideas in the world can take root has been reconquered - albeit in new ways. 

(20)  

This is only achieved when reality is perceived differently. Guenther (1995) calls it “the 

mystery behind the real” (40); Leal (1995) regards it as the ways we “confront reality and 

try to untangle it, to discover what is mysterious in things, in life, in human acts” (121). 

In other words, “the principal thing is not the creation of imaginary beings or worlds but 

the discovery of the mysterious relationship between man and his circumstances … key 

events have no logical or psychological explanation” (Leal, 1995;  pp. 122-123). They 

are accepted as they are, as ordinary and part of reality. What differentiates magical 

realism from other genres, Leal (1995) maintains, is that it “does not try to copy the 
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surrounding reality - as the realist did - or to wound it - as the Surrealist did - but to seize 

the mystery that breathes behind things” (122-23); and as Roh (1995) states, “the mystery 

does not descend to the represented world, but rather hides and palpitates behind it” (16). 

Thus, in these views the magic is not really magic, it is mystery, logic, and order in 

existence that as yet evade our reach. 

The second phase of magical realism’s evolution can be detected in Latin 

America, as the concept travelled to this locale after the translation of Roh’s book into 

Spanish. Carpentier (1995) names Latin American magical realism lo real maravilloso, 

‘the marvellous real’ which he defines as not necessarily beautiful or ugly but rather 

“extraordinary” (101) in that “all that is strange is marvellous” (102). Carpentier (1995) 

does not refer to the term magical realism per se, but what he has referred to and explained 

in his writings is what his contemporaries regarded as magical realism. Flores (1995), 

speaking of the Latin American literary context, defines magical realism as the 

“transformation of the common and everyday into the awesome and the unreal” where 

“time exists in a kind of timeless fluidity and the unreal happens as part of reality” (114-

15). The embrace of the fantastical events seems to be mostly associated with non-

Western and indigenous cultures, Latin America in this case. The transformation of 

characters, for instance, into otherworldly figures is accepted as reality in the narrative 

and is not questioned by other characters nor perceived to be uncanny. In this context, 

critics have emphasised that the magical is manifested in the rich mythology and belief 

systems deeply rooted and practised in Latin American tradition. 

This later conception of magical realism separates it from Roh’s original meaning, 

as Zamora and Faris (1995) state: “with the term, Roh praises post-Expressionism’s 

realistic, figural representation, a critical move that contrasts with our contemporary use 

of the term to signal the contrary tendency, that is, a text’s departure from realism rather 
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than its reengagement of it” (15). Indeed, the concept evolved to be the opposite of what 

Roh intended it to be.  

The disparate meanings of magical realism have been brought into question. 

Sasser and Warnes (2020) argue that “early definitions tended to be vague and overly 

inclusive on the one hand and restrictive and overly particular on the other” (8). To 

contain these different conceptualisations, a number of scholars have resorted to dividing 

magical realism into different types. Weisgerber names them the “scholarly”, which is 

found in Europe, and the “mythic/folkloric” type in Latin American literature (as cited in 

Faris, 1995, p. 165). Gonzalez Echevarria labels them as “epistemological” in the 

European literature and “ontological” in Latin American literature (as cited in Faris, 1995, 

p. 165). Spindler (1993) proposes three types of magical realism, two of which correspond 

with the aforementioned definitions, plus a third type: firstly, the metaphysical magic 

realism is the “European Magic Realism” found in Germany in particular, in “which a 

familiar scene is described as if it were something new and unknown, but without dealing 

explicitly with the supernatural” (79); secondly, the anthropological magic realism lo real 

maravilloso found in Latin America, in which the author is “adopting or referring to the 

myths and cultural background (the ‘collective unconscious’) of a social or ethnic group” 

(80); and thirdly, ontological magic realism is the “individual form of Magic Realism”, 

where there is an absence of  a “particular cultural perspective” (82).  

While these categories might help us identify the different meanings and types of 

magical realism, they can also be problematic. Faris (1995) argues that these strains are 

challenging to identify due to the vagueness in distinguishing between the proposed types: 

“the trouble is that it is often difficult to distinguish between the two strains” (165). In 

other words, in many instances one narrative can fit into more than one group or even 

none.  
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In addition to sub-categorising magical realism, and to better understand the 

concept, as well as help resolve the critical debate surrounding its definition(s), it might 

be informative to distinguish between magical realism and other similar types of fictional 

writing, namely realism and fantasy. Zamora and Faris (1995) draw a constructive 

comparison between magical realism and realism:   

An essential difference, then, between realism and magical realism involves the 

intentionality implicit in the conventions of the two modes. ... Realism intends its 

version of the world as a singular version, as an objective (hence universal) 

representation of natural and social realities... Realism functions ideologically and 

hegemonically. Magical realism also functions ideologically but ... less 

hegemonically, for its program is not centralizing but eccentric: it creates space 

for interactions of diversity. In magical realist texts, ontological disruption serves 

the purpose of political and cultural disruption: magic is often given as a cultural 

corrective, requiring readers to scrutinize accepted realistic conventions of 

causality, materiality, motivation. (3) 

This statement emphasises the essential difference between realism and magical realism. 

The former refers to the single view of reality in a rather truthful way (associated mostly 

with Western literature); the latter conveys different connotations such as the fantastic, 

the mythic and the supernatural. It disrupts the epistemological (the knowledge) and 

ontological (the being) way of thinking and the nature of reality as we know it. In other 

words, while realism is generated from the centre, represents the ordinary and deals with 

the rational, magical realism stands at the periphery, and involves extraordinary events 

that can be described as irrational. They both reflect on ideological aspects, yet magical 

realism does not conform to one particular view of reality. 
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The distinction between magical realism and fantasy is far blurrier as they 

intersect in the ‘magical’ aspect, which has proved to be the more challenging aspect of 

the concept. The fantastical fiction is different in that it has no realistic basis, and it does 

not describe the real world we are familiar with. This, according to Faris (2004), is one 

“of the characteristics that distinguishes [magical realism] from fantasy” (14). Chanady 

(1985) examines magical realism from a structural point of view and approaches it by 

drawing a contrast between the genres of magical realism and Fantasy. Chanady’s 

preference is to evaluate magical realism against the genre of the fantastic because they 

are similar, and thus many fail to distinguish between them. She defines magical realism 

as follows:  

Magical realism is thus characterized first of all by two conflicting, but 

autonomously coherent, perspectives, one based on an ‘enlightened’ and rational 

view of reality, and the other on the acceptance of the supernatural as part of 

everyday reality ... [The reader] is confronted with a point of view which is totally 

alien, presented by a narrator of an otherwise recognizable world. While the reader 

realizes that events described in the narrative are logically impossible, he must 

accept their integration within the fictitious world. (21-22) 

Magical realism, according to Chanady, is grounded in the real world and thus there is no 

hesitation in accepting the supernatural as part of everyday life. It has distinctive features 

that separates it from other non-realist fiction. Although the implied reader recognises the 

supernatural events as being irrational, they are accepted as part of reality. Nothing, no 

real or non-real view, can “explain satisfactorily the events occurring in the fictional 

world” (Chanady, 1985, p. 13). Whereas in fantastical literature, the reader does not 

accept the fantastical events as one valid way of demonstrating reality. 
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Also, the coexistence of the natural and the supernatural is a peaceful one in 

magical realism, resulting in what she calls a “resolved antinomy”, whereas in fantastical 

fiction the supernatural prevails over the natural, leaving the reader with an “unresolved 

antinomy”:  

In magical realism, the supernatural is not presented as problematic. Although the 

educated reader considers the rational and the irrational as conflicting world 

views, he does not react to the supernatural in the text as if it were antinomious 

with respect to our conventional view of reality, since it is integrated within the 

norms of perception of the narrator and characters in the fictitious world. 

(Chanady, 1985, p. 23) 

Therefore, in the way I view the three types of realism, magical realism and fantasy if 

they are placed on a spectrum (as I have illustrated below), realism comes first in that it 

represents a singular empirical view of reality and fantasy comes last in that it is alienated 

from reality; magical realism is situated in the middle between realism and fantasy, in 

that it provides multi-sided views of reality. 

 

Figure 1: The Place of Magical Realism in Relation to Realism and Fantasy 

 

1.3 The Issue of the Geographical/ Cultural Exclusivity of Magical Realism 

One can comprehend, from the earlier reviews of the meaning(s) of magical 

realism, that the majority of critical studies have covered the geographical location of 

Latin America. As stated before, the concept of magical realism is coined by the German 

critic and art historian Roh. While firstly employed in paintings in Europe, magical 

Realism   Magical realism Fantasy 
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realism later became strongly associated with Latin American literature, particularly with 

the publication of novels like The Kingdom of This World (1949) by Alejo Carpentier, 

One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967) by Gabriel García Márquez and The House of the 

Spirits (1982) by Isabel Allende. Indeed, Carpentier, who coined the term lo real 

maravilloso, argues that the magical is derived from myth and legends of Latin America. 

Likewise, Flores (1995) asserts that “Latin America now possesses an authentic 

expression, one that is uniquely civilized, exciting and, let us hope, perennial” (116).  

The cultural exclusivity of magical realism is debated amongst critics and 

scholars. The question often asked is: is there a Latin American hegemony over the 

worldwide writing of this mode? There are scholars who believe that Latin America is 

the birthplace for its literary practice. Those who oppose this theory list other early 

European authors, like Franz Kafka, who have used this mode in their writings; and they 

make it clear “that magical realism is not a Latin American monopoly” (Zamora & Faris, 

1995, p. 2). In fact, the explicit aim of Zamora and Faris’s (1995) anthology was to present 

magical realism as a universal mode of writing: “our aim in soliciting discussions of a 

wide variety of texts and traditions is to establish the viability of magical realism as a 

significant contemporary international mode and to encourage attention to local contrasts, 

to cultural and political divergences” (4). I agree with Zamora and Faris in regarding 

magical realism as a global phenomenon that is not exclusive to Latin America.  

When engaging with the geographical location of magical realism, there is not 

only the contention around its Latin American exclusivity, but also the controversy 

regarding the birthplace of magical realism. It is largely agreed that Roh was the first to 

use this concept. However, while it was Roh who coined the term magical realism, he 

applied it to the European/German artistic scene. The other critics (Carpentier, Flores), 

however, applied their own visions of magical realism into literature, particularly to the 

Latin American literary context. Indeed, Guenther (1995) draws a constructive distinction 
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between the (European/ Latin American) phases and asserts that the variations in the two 

contexts could be the result of “linguistic and cultural translations… the ambivalence with 

which Roh first introduced [magical realism] … [and] the doubtful possibility of 

establishing clear parallels between the visual arts and the literary arts” (62). Hence, and 

in relation to the critical dissension in conceptualising magical realism, this is due to the 

process of multiple translations that the concept underwent, in that it was translated from 

visual to verbal arts, from German to Spanish languages and from European to Latin 

American contexts. The last two categories expose further cultural and geopolitical binary 

oppositions (Western and indigenous cultures, coloniser and colonised, superior and 

inferior, enlightened and primitive, modern and ancient). Therefore, there appears to be 

underlying linguistic and socio-political reasons attributed to the ongoing predicament of 

pinpointing the exact definition and locale of magical realism. 

1.4 The Characteristics of Magical Realism 

One way to overcome the conceptual dispute of magical realism is through 

examining its characteristics. In order to answer the question of what identifies a magical 

realist fiction, I examine Faris’s essay “Scheherazade’s Children” (1995) and employ it 

as a critical tool and a point of departure for my research. The question is answered with 

references and examples from the selected narratives for this study. “Scheherazade’s 

Children”, alongside other critical works by Faris and other scholars, is considered a 

major reference in the field of magical realism, in that it helps to identify the elements 

that constitute the genre (Leeuwen, 2018; Ouyang, 2005). In the present study, they also 

function as a guideline to systematically evaluate how the narratives under scrutiny are 

regarded as magical realist fiction.  

“Scheherazade’s Children” encompasses numerous aspects of magical realism. 

While it engages mostly with the stylistic aspects of the genre, as the title of the essay 
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indicates, other non-stylistic features emerge too. In fact, examining the title shows 

certain aspects that correspond with the scope of my research. The name Scheherazade 

refers specifically to the female protagonist in the folktales The One Thousand and One 

Nights, a significant resource of the magical in the narratives featured herein. It parallels 

with the geographical boundary of my research and fits into its mythological context. It 

also suggests a sense of political endeavour since Scheherazade employed the technique 

of storytelling to save herself and other females from being executed by King Shahryar. 

In her essay, Faris lists five main characteristics of magical realism that 

distinguish it from other modes of writing. She subsequently lists secondary 

characteristics that situate magical realism within the literary aesthetics of 

postmodernism. I examine the applicability of Faris’s characteristics by employing them 

in the selected works for this study. I also place the characteristics within the three main 

groups outlined: literary, mythological and ideological, to establish a clearer structure in 

the way I approach magical realism. This also corresponds to the research’s main 

questions concerning; how is the narrative of magical realism constructed? What are the 

sources of the magical in these narratives? And what purposes does magical realism serve 

in these fictions? The literary aspect of magical realism refers to the aesthetic features of 

magical realism such as the narrative style, the literary techniques used, the configuration 

of characters and settings, as well as its connection to other aesthetic movements like 

modernism and postmodernism. The mythological aspect refers to the sources of the 

magical element, in that elements from mythology seem to be the prime source. The 

ideology of magical realism refers to the politically charged discourse that employs the 

form as a means of socio-political critique. 

The first characteristic of magical realism is the “irreducible element of magic” 

(Faris, 1995, p. 167) in that fictions are not explained “according to the laws of the 

universe as we know them”, which means “disruption of the ordinary logic of cause and 
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effect” (Faris, 1995, p. 168). This feature is found in all the texts under scrutiny, varying 

from transcending the physical world (My Thousand, Touba, The Bastard) to 

metamorphosis into unhuman shapes (Women, Fatma, Moonlight). However, pinpointing 

the supernatural elements and regarding them as fantastical is not sufficient because on 

multiple occasions the reader is left uncertain whether these magical events have actually 

occurred in the fictional world, or are merely hallucinations of the characters in it. This 

perplexity in fact resonates with the stated feature that the magical element is complex, 

and thus, while accepting it as fact, it can be challenging to fully comprehend. It also 

corresponds with Faris’s next characteristic that “the reader may hesitate (at one point or 

another) between two contradictory understandings of events… (whether) an event is a 

character’s hallucination or is a miracle”, or “is a clear use of allegory” (Faris, 1995, pp. 

171-72). This does not occur with all magical events but with some. For example, the 

protagonist’s ability to fly is described as a matter of fact in Moonlight, while in Fatma, 

the eponymous protagonist’s metamorphosis into a serpent woman seems fact at times 

and metaphorical at others; one cannot be definite about it. 

Another characteristic of magical realism is that “the descriptions detail a strong 

presence of the phenomenal” which is the realist part in magical realism and which also 

differentiates it from other genres like fantastic literature. This is accomplished through 

using different approaches such as the “recreation of historical events… grounded firmly 

in historical realities” (Faris, 1995, pp. 169 -70). In Alem’s fictions, there is a recreation 

of ancient Arabian events and an insertion of historic figures in the narrative. For 

example, the tale of King Thonawas, a Jewish king who has committed genocide against 

Christians in Najran and Yemen, is retold in Fatma. Likewise, political uprisings in Iran, 

like the 1979 revolution, are mentioned in the works of Parsipur and Nahai. The historical 

account of the genocide of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire is retold in The Bastard. 

These are real historical events that are employed in the narratives. While in some 
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narratives, like Fatma, there is a kind of historical distortion that is not the case in the 

other texts. Faris (1995) states that “the combination implies that eternal mythic truths 

and historical events are both essential components of our collective memory” (170). This 

suggests that there is a sense of conscious purpose in the employment of mythology and 

history, particularly in this context, and that it arrives as a result of, and attempt to give 

expression to, collective memory in societies such as those of the Middle East. Traditional 

realism is seen as an inadequate mode to convey the fullness of social consciousness. 

An additional characteristic of magical realism is that “we experience the 

closeness or near-merging of two realms, two worlds” (Faris, 1995, p. 172). She states an 

example of “fluid boundaries between the worlds of the living and the dead” (172). This 

is precisely experienced in the reading of Alem and Parsipur’s narratives. For example, 

Munis, one of the main characters in Women, throws herself from the roof, is dead first 

but wakes up after her encounter with a dead man; she is dead for a second time when her 

brother stabs her and later revives from death. In Fatma and The Bastard, there is the 

merging of the physical and non-physical worlds as illustrated through the employment 

of the jinn and the use of the invisible world.  

Faris (1995) states another example of worlds that merge together in magical 

realism, perhaps the most direct form of narrative disruption: “another related boundary 

to be blurred is the one between fact and fiction” (173), a form of narrative play common 

in postmodern writing and which connects it to the previous point on the relationship 

between history and fiction. Zamora and Faris (1995) consider magical realism to be 

postmodern. D’Haen (1995) affirms that “the cutting edge of postmodernism is magic 

realism” (201). He views magical realism as a strand of postmodernism: “a consensus is 

emerging in which a hierarchical relation is established between postmodernism and 

magic realism, whereby the latter comes to denote a particular strain of the contemporary 

movement covered by the former” (194). Hutcheon (1989) shares a similar view as she 
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staes: “the formal technique of “magic realism” (with its characteristic mixing of the 

fantastic and the realist) has been singled out by many critics as one of the points of 

conjunction of post-modernism” (131). Further, Jameson (1986) also proposes to consider 

magical realism as “a possible alternative to the narrative logic of contemporary 

postmodernism (302). 

Magical realism is described as having qualities such as “self-reflexiveness, 

metafiction, eclecticism, redundancy, multiplicity, discontinuity, intertextuality, parody, 

the dissolution of character and narrative instance, the erasure of boundaries, and the 

destabilization of the reader” (D’Haen, 1995, p. 192). Similarly, Zamora (1997) maintains 

that magical realism is “self-reflexive and metafictional… In magical realist fiction, 

individuals, times, and places have a tendency to transform magically into other (or all) 

individuals, times, places” (80). Moreover, in magical realist fiction one identifies 

ontological questions which are strongly associated with postmodernism: “magical realist 

texts question the nature of reality and the nature of its representation” (Zamora, 1997, p. 

79). All these playful, disruptive, rearranging characteristics are postmodernist and are 

examined, where appropriate, in the analysis of the selected novels. 

There are further characteristics that can be found in magical realist fiction and 

that can be associated with postmodernism. Magical realist narrative constitutes 

“metafictional dimensions” (Faris, 1995, p. 175). Metafiction is defined as “a style of 

prose narrative in which attention is directed to the process of fictive composition” 

(Klinkowitz, 2017). Frame story (or story-within-a-story) is one example of a 

metafictional technique. This technique is employed in Moonlight, Touba, My Thousands 

and The Bastard, in which under the main story, the narrative provides one or multiple 

layers of embedded tales. This technique corresponds with, or is even borrowed from, 

The Nights where the frame tale is that of Scheherazade, but through her practice of 

storytelling the embedded stories grow out of one another, meaning shorter stories are 
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presented under the frame story. Thus, attempting to situate magical realism in relation 

to postmodernism serves to enhance our understanding of magical realism as well as show 

how magical realist fiction has been approached from different theoretical backgrounds. 

Another characteristic of magical realism is that “the narrative appears to the late-

twentieth-century adult readers to which it is addressed as fresh, childlike, even primitive” 

(Faris, 1995, p. 177). The naivety in presenting the tales and in the depiction of certain 

characters is a common trait that can be found in a number of novels in the present study. 

For instance, the female characters (Fatma in Fatma, Roxanna in Moonlight and Munis 

in Women) are depicted as very simple, even naïve, but throughout the narratives they 

evolve to be more experienced and mature. 

Additional characteristic of magical realism is characters’ transformations: 

“metamorphoses are a relatively common event” (Faris, 1995, p. 178). Almost all the 

protagonists in the present study experience different kinds of transformation. Some 

undergo physical metamorphoses such as the eponymous Fatma (into a serpent) and 

Roxanna in Moonlight (into an angel or a flying bird). Others endure emotional and 

psychological evolutions (Jummo in My Thousand, Touba in Touba and Asya in The 

Bastard). Indeed, bildungsroman, the development of characters from childhood or 

adolescence to adulthood, is related to this characteristic. 

A further characteristic of magical realist narratives is that they “question received 

ideas about time, space and identity” (Faris, 1995, p. 173). Time, space and identity 

comprise distinctive aspects and hence are examined separately. In Parsipur, Shafak and 

Nahai’s fictions there is a linear progression of time from one era to another, particularly 

in the realist part of the narrative. This linearity is occasionally disrupted with magical 

occurrences. Alem’s work is highly fragmented and non-linear, both in the realist and 

magical narratives. With regard to space, Faris (1995) refers to “sacred spaces” (174). 
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The idea of a sacred space is present in Fatma and My Thousand. Both narratives take 

place in Mecca and are influenced to a great extent by the holiness and spirituality of the 

land. In Women and Touba, there are references to shrines and sacred sites in Iran. In 

Moonlight, the Jewish ghetto in Tehran plays a significant role in the construction of the 

narrative. 

Identity is a very complex property but to simplify it, I divide it into gendered 

identity in chapter three (Fatma and Women), ethnic identity in chapter four (Moonlight 

and The Bastard) and spiritual identity in chapter five (Touba and My Thousand). The 

construction of identity to serve certain purposes is a conception that intersects with the 

ideological aspect of magical realism, which is explained in a coming section, and which 

is examined in depth in the analysis chapters. In short, and as D’Haen (1995) states, 

magical realism is an “artistic and cultural-political practice” (203). 

The mythological aspect of magical realism is vital to consider. Indeed, one of the 

characteristics that Faris (1995) lists can be examined in relation to mythology. She states: 

“a Jungian rather than a Freudian perspective is common in magical realist texts; that is, 

the magic may be attributed to a mysterious sense of collective relatedness rather than to 

individual memories or dreams or visions” (183). In other words, the embodiment of myth 

in magical realist fiction represents a collective memory of certain cultures or religious 

groups. In relation to that, myth, mystic and magic represent the history of a given culture, 

in that they appear to be generated from its traditions, ancient beliefs and folktales. Thus, 

myth is a significant aspect to consider when examining this mode of writing, as Faris 

(1995) asserts: “in magical realist narrative, ancient systems of belief and local lore often 

underlie the text” (182). 

Before going any further, I believe it is important to ask why myth is used.  L. 

Shaw (2005) points out that 
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The notion of a culture-specific pattern of writing in which certain myths are used 

to bring forth hidden truths. This is simply affirmed as a mystique, that is, without 

proof, and should not be taken at face value… an inspection of magical-realist 

narrative reveals… [that] the mythical elements incorporated into it are not 

normally there for any truths intrinsic to the myths themselves. On the contrary, 

they are devices employed by the writers in question to function as a relatively 

new and effective way of expressing their own attitudes and ideas. (46)  

From the stated excerpt, it is apparent that the use of myth is a common practice in some 

cultures, like those of Latin America. This brings the argument back to the discussion of 

the meaning and cultural exclusivity of magical realism. One of the main points discussed 

is that the practice of magical realism differs from one culture to another, and that in Latin 

America it is inspired by the region’s mythologies and belief systems. Whereas in Europe, 

as discussed earlier, the use of myth and the fantastic are lacking due to being more 

displaced in Western thought since the period of the Enlightenment by thinking that is 

based on empiricism and logic and that generally does not greatly value untouchable and 

unseen elements, which form significant parts of belief systems in non-Western societies.  

L. Shaw (2005) also discusses how myth functions in magical realist fiction, and 

as stated earlier, he is referring to the use of myth in the Latin American context:  

Myth has at least three important functions in magical-realist narratives. It offers 

in certain cases a novel, exotic, primitive vision of reality… behind this we 

perceive its use by various authors to express their outlook on aspects of Latin 

American reality, including myths of nationality and mythic representations of 

socio-political or historical forces for purposes of interpretation, criticism or 

protest. Finally, we find myths employed to express the author’s wider view of 

the Human Condition generally. (54)   
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He adds that “one important function of myth in magical-realist narrative is to provide 

structural principle” (49), and that “magical realist authors use mythical elements to 

express… a negative vision of reality” (53). Myth, therefore, plays a significant role in 

the narratives of magical realism. Their functionality varies from providing enigmatic 

visions of reality to reflecting upon - and commenting on - historical and cultural events. 

As with other elements of the mode noted, myth is deployed in narratives for a range of 

purposes, from applying a culturally specific perspective to a broader point of view that 

is concerned with the nature and conditions of humanity in general. One of the important 

functions of myth is that “the mythical figure thus evoked is then carnivalised for 

purposes of socio-political commentary” (L. Shaw, 2005, p. 53). Myth can also be 

employed in order to provoke certain societal and political practices by referring to a 

particular culture through its mythology. This ties the use of myth with the ideological 

aspect of my research and shows that different aspects intersect and overlap in the study 

of magical realism.  

As can be seen thus far, L. Shaw’s (2005) essay is essential in that it helps identify 

why myth is used in magical realist fiction. It should be noted, though, that his argument 

is applied to the Latin American context, and to a number of novels in particular. For this 

reason, a thorough examination of the use of myth in the Middle East, and the selected 

works for this study, is needed to draw distinctions between the two contexts and identify 

mythical patterns in the Middle East.   

Going back to Faris’s (1995) statement when she states that “in magical realist 

narrative, ancient systems of belief and local lore often underlie the text (more ghosts 

here)” (182). The last phrase conveys additional meaning, in that it provides a specific 

example of the use of myth. It is clear that a specific kind of spirit, ghosts, are a common 

mythical embodiment in Latin American literature. In the Middle Eastern context, the 

notion of spirit is also used, but somewhat differently. The idea of the jinn in the Middle 



 

32 
 

East is comparable to ghosts in Latin America, in that both are born out of cultural and 

religious mythologies. Each of these spirits is closely linked to its cultural belief systems.  

Zamora (1997) states:  

Ghosts in American literature may serve as carriers of metaphysical truths, as 

visible or audible signs of a temporal, trans-historical Spirit. Or, they may carry 

historical burdens of tradition and collective memory: ghosts often act as 

correctives to the insularities of individuality, as links to lost families and 

communities, or as reminders of communal crimes, crises, and cruelties. (76)   

Like the ghosts in Latin America, the jinn play different roles in Middle Eastern magical 

realism and are employed to serve different purposes since “jinn occupy a special, liminal 

status; they are of the earth, yet unseen on it” (Peterson, 2007, p. 94). For that, a study of 

(how) and (why) the jinn are portrayed in the selected narratives of this study is outlined 

in chapter two and explored in detail in the subsequent analysis chapters. Hence, and like 

ghosts in the Latin American literature, the jinn are “liminal, metamorphic, and 

intermediary; they exist in/between/on modernity’s boundaries of physical and spiritual, 

magical and real, and challenge the lines of demarcation” (Zamora, 1997, p.  78).  

The table below offers a synopsis of the sources of the magical (mythical and 

otherwise) in the selected narratives for this study. The purpose of this table is to offer an 

overview of the sources of the magic in the novels and to show which texts have 

incorporated mythical elements. While L. Shaw (2005) maintains that “a mythical 

reading… confirms that in magical realism it is normally not what the myths are, but what 

they are used for, that matters” (51). I am inclined to disagree with his statement because 

myth belongs to certain cultures and thus in order to understand why they are employed, 

it is vital to investigate their nature and who they belong to. The jinn and ghosts for 

example, are both mythical spirits but they function in different cultural contexts.   
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The literary work The type of magic 

Women Without Men Reviving from death, planting oneself, prophesy, 

telepathy, metamorphoses. 

Fatma Witchcraft, dreams and visions, the jinn, 

metamorphoses.  

Moonlight on the Avenue of Faith Dreams, metamorphosis and flying.  

The Bastard of Istanbul The jinn, clairvoyance.  

Touba and the Meaning of Night Mystical experience, clairvoyance, telepathy, visions 

and dreams.  

My Thousand and One Nights Mystical experience, the jinn, witchcraft. 

Figure 2: The Sources of the Magical  

An important question of this research is why do authors use magical realism? Or, 

what purposes does magical realism serve, politically and socially? While it is also 

important to understand literature as existing for itself, as being an end in itself that 

expresses human emotion and imagination, the need to create narrative is also linked to 

the human need to make sense of our experience in the world, to recognise suffering and 

injustice, to challenge, and to create alternative models of thought and of reality. In this 

respect, like any other literature, magical realism is art in itself and art that acts to question 

how human experience is shaped, restricted, and unjust. Magical realism functions 

therefore as an ideological discourse. It undermines the Western way of thinking which 

is based on science and logic. This is because in magical realism, as explained earlier, the 

insertion of mythical and supernatural elements collides with the scientific methods 

adopted by the West, and thus subverts it as the only shaper of truth. For this particular 

reason, magical realism has also been used in postcolonial contexts, to destabilise the 
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coloniser/colonised relationship. It also acts as a means of providing a voice to 

marginalised groups, postcolonial societies for example. The Western way of thinking, 

based on binaries, is also imaginatively subverted within fictional worlds: “mind and 

body, spirit and matter, life and death, real and imaginary, self and other, male and female: 

these are boundaries to be erased, transgressed, blurred, brought together, or otherwise 

fundamentally refashioned in magical realist texts” (Zamora & Faris, 1995, p. 6). Magical 

realism has proved to be needed, especially by postmodernist/ post-colonialist/ feminist 

authors, as it provides them with a subversive tool against hegemonic Western realism. 

Zamora and Faris (1995) assert that “magical realist texts are subversive: their in-

betweenness, their all-at-oneness encourages resistance to monologic political and 

cultural structures, a feature that has made the mode particularly useful to writers in 

postcolonial cultures and, increasingly, to women” (6). 

One of the main characteristics of magical realism is that “magic also serves the 

cause of satire and political commentary” (Faris, 1995, p. 168); and “many of these texts 

take a position that is anti-bureaucratic, and so they often use their magic against the 

established social order…Turning to that thematic for a moment, in several instances, 

magical realist texts are written in reaction to totalitarian regimes” (Faris, 1995, p. 179). 

This trend can be detected in Parsipur’s narratives as it is largely agreed that the magical 

realist narrative was adopted after the 1979 revolution in Iran. Talattof (1997; 2004) 

maintains that the revolution had an impact on women’s fictional writing in particular, in 

that writers became more conscious of women’s issues under the Shia regime. R. 

Ghanoonparvar (2009) adds that magical realism is used “as a vehicle of subterfuge for 

the authors by concealing their intentions from the censors” (157). In certain societies, 

some topics are considered taboo and novels can be censored if they provoke these taboos. 

Women writers, specifically, have had to invent new methods of writing that can confront 

patriarchal systems and deliver a message in an oblique manner. This is achieved through 
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the use of magical realism. In Parsipur’s novel, Women, magical realism is employed to 

expose gender issues; in Fatma, it is used as a feminist discourse that provides power and 

transcendence to the female protagonist. Feminism is accentuated in these narratives and 

magical realism thus serves to highlight this political endeavour.  

Another ideological territory behind the employment of magical realism is 

postcolonialism and societal marginality. In comparison to feminism, within the 

framework of magical realism, this has been studied extensively. Indeed, many 

contemporary novelists have employed the genre for postcolonial purposes. To name a 

few: the British Indian Salman Rushdie, the Nigerian Ben Okri, and the Colombian 

Gabriel García Márquez. In the selected narratives for this study, some intersect with this 

political theory. In The Bastard and Moonlight, the status of ethnic minorities within the 

Middle East is evoked and the magical seems to grow out of tragedy and atrocity.   

Overall feminism and postcolonialism emerge from the societal periphery since 

they function from the perspective of the Other/inferior. In Moonlight and The Bastard, 

magical realism offers a perspective and representation of the history and memory of 

Middle Eastern minorities, Jews in Iran and Armenians in Turkey, respectively. 

Moreover, spirituality and certain mystical practices in the Muslim world like Sufism are 

highlighted as a substitute to mainstream religious sectors. In the works of Alem and 

Parsipur, there is an engagement with the idea of mysticism in the tradition of Sufism. My 

Thousand refers to Sufism in the context of majority Sunni Islam and Touba raises ideas 

of mysticism within majority Shiite Muslim tradition, both operating from the periphery 

of orthodox Islamic tradition. The main focus here is to bring marginal voices to the centre 

through the ideological and political stances of feminism, ethnic minority assertion and 

Islamic mysticism. 



 

36 
 

Overall, the ultimate objective of magical realism is “to create an alternative world 

correcting so called existing reality, and thus to right the wrongs this ‘reality’ depends 

upon ... Alternatively, it is a means for writers coming from the privileged centres of 

literature to dissociate themselves from their own discourses of power, and to speak on 

behalf of the ex-centric and un-privileged” (D’Haen, 1995, p. 195). This can be 

recognised throughout the readings of the selected narratives: magical realism provides 

alternative physical and non-physical worlds that are safer and more diverse.  

As can be seen thus far, over-reliance on determining a comprehensive definition 

of magical realism or typifying it prove to be highly problematic because of the ambiguity 

of the concept and its hybrid nature. Based on all these definitions, I propose to contain 

all the reviewed meanings of magical realism by broadly defining it as a mode of narrative 

that comprises two disparate domains. In other words, there is a kind of fusion between a 

variety of oppositional worlds, such as: the real and the imaginative, the natural and the 

supernatural, the ordinary and the extraordinary, the visible and the invisible, and so on. 

Additionally, the spectrum of the magical varies from visions and dreams to the uncanny 

and the fantastical. In the present study, I choose to follow Faris’s (1995; 2004) 

characteristics of magical criticism as a general theoretical framework for this study 

because they help, besides other specific theories, to answer the main research questions: 

how is the narrative of magical realism constructed? What are the sources of the magical 

in these narratives? And why magical realism is employed by female authors in the 

Middle East? 

1.5 Conclusion  

As stated earlier, building upon Faris’s characterisations of magical realism, three 

main categories of focus emerge from her essay, the literary, mythological and 

ideological. I have examined these aspects in relation to the selected works for this study 
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and have outlined patterns in the practice of Middle Eastern magical realism. There are 

literary elements generated by the tradition of magical realism that are common in a 

number of the narratives, story within story technique for instance. The mythological 

aspect of magical realism shows that the use of myth is mostly associated with certain 

cultures and traditions like those of the Middle East.  

The ideological aspect of magical realism illustrates the objectives behind the 

employment of this mode of writing. While there are a number of political concerns in 

the novels, they all seem to operate from the cultural or societal margin: the female in 

chapter three, the ethnic minority in chapter four, the Islamic mysticism in chapter five. 

Therefore, magical realism as a discursive practice confronts hegemonic Western realist 

conventions in narrative fiction and is a subversive tool in literature to dominant 

ideologies as they affect life and literature within the Middle East.  

Finally, it is essential to note that there are researchers who have looked at magical 

realism ethnically, others who have had a closer look at it from a gender perspective, 

while a number have examined the aesthetic features of magical realist texts, overlooking 

the ideological aspects of the fiction. This research is different in that it attempts to 

combine all these perspectives in my approach of magical realism. Hence, the aesthetic, 

mythical and political aspects of magical realism are equally considered. Also, because 

there is a potential overlap between the three aspects, the analyses of the novels in the 

coming chapters, where appropriate, are grouped thematically, in that I have examined 

the correspondent themes between two works at a time.  
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 BOUNDARIES AND BORDERS: MAGICAL REALISM AND 

THE MIDDLE EAST  

2.1 Introduction 

To expand the reading of magical realism to include neglected regions, this study 

concentrates on the Middle East and in this chapter, I show how the Middle East has 

unique features that strongly places it as an appropriate locale for the practice of magical 

realism. Recently, there has been a tendency to study magical realism in works beyond 

the Latin American boundary such as African and Asian authors as well as those who 

belong to indigenous people in different parts of the world like Canada and Australia. 

This is not to say that magical realism is not to be found in Western cultures, nor that its 

presence there is in some way invalid. After all, Western societies are hierarchical, hybrid, 

fluid and ripe for political and artistic dissent. It is however beyond the scope of the 

present study to cover this area while focusing on non-Western cultures, the Middle East 

specifically. Amongst all geographical places listed beforehand, Middle Eastern literature 

has been least exposed to critical examination through the medium of English. Since the 

scope of this research is women’s fiction in the Middle East, the literature review 

concentrates on this geographical location to demonstrate that there is scarcity in the 

critical engagement with magical realism in the Middle East, particularly when it comes 

to this specific gendered group. Hence, the first part of this chapter aims to demonstrate 

that there are several important areas where this research makes an original contribution. 

Furthermore, I examine the types and nature of the magical component in 

connection with Middle Eastern culture(s), religion(s) and literature(s). This section 

addresses the second research question on what are the main resources of the magical? I 

argue that in the magical realist narratives featured herein, the magical component is 

instigated from cultural and mythological basis. I demonstrate three examples of this 



 

39 
 

(Islamic mysticism, the jinn and the traditional folktales One Thousand and One Nights). 

In the subsequent chapters, I examine how these elements are appropriated and why they 

are deployed in the narratives, and demonstrate that magical realism in the Middle East 

is, for the most part, culturally oriented.  

2.2 The Middle East and the World Map of Magical Realism: A Survey of the 

Literature  

A considerable amount of literature has been published on magical realism using 

various methods, including origin, theory and application. The geographical location and 

regional/cultural application of magical realism is one area underpinning much scholarly 

editions.  This method is precisely what I follow in the review of the relevant scholarship 

of magical realism, to demonstrate that a substantial body of critical and theoretical 

writings on magical realism in the Middle East remains to be done. 

To begin with, there are volumes that are considered foundational in the critical 

study of magical realism. The publication of the canonical volume Magical Realism: 

Theory, History, Community (1995), edited by Zamora and Faris is key in the field of 

magical realism and literary criticism for a number of reasons. The importance of this 

volume comes from translating essays that are regarded foundational to the critical 

development of magical realism like Roh’s “Magic Realism: Post-Expressionism 

(1925)”, Carpentier’s “On the Marvelous Real in America (1949)” and “The Baroque and 

the Marvelous Real (1975)”, Flores’s “Magical Realism in Spanish American Fiction 

(1955)” and Leal’s “Magical Realism in Spanish American Literature (1967)”. It also 

provides explanatory essays that build upon these foundational criticisms and addresses 

the issues that surround the concept of magical realism from various standpoints. 

Moreover, it was one of the earliest to consider the concept of magical realism as a 

universal one and not exclusively associated with Latin American literature. With this 
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stand, the application of magical realism has been explored in Japanese literature (Napier, 

1995), Indian literature (Merivale, 1995; Walker, 1995), US and Latin American 

literature (Zamora, 1995 ), and North African literature (Erickson, 1995 ).  

Another seminal anthology in this area is A Companion to Magical Realism 

(2005), edited by M. Hart and Ouyang, a significant study that is more recent, published 

a decade after Zamora and Faris’s edition. It includes more up to date critical essays that 

are considerably narrower in terms of the geographical locations but engage with a wide 

range of topics and critical approaches. The primary focus has been placed on Latin 

American literature (King & Hart, 2005; Kristal, 2005; L. Shaw, 2005; Robinson, 2005; 

Wilson, 2005; Zamora, 2005), but several scholarly sources covering other locales have 

been included, like Japanese literature (Morris, 2005), Indian literature (Jones, 2005), 

North African fiction (Erickson 2005; Sperl 2005 ), and magical realist fiction in the 

Levant (Ratner 2005; Ouyang 2005) 

Recently, a substantial body of literature has grown up around the new 

developments in the practice of magical realism. For example, The Palgrave Handbook 

of Magical Realism in the Twenty-First Century (2020), edited by Perez and A. Chevalier 

incorporates twenty-seven essays that draw on various theoretical methods and covers a 

wide range of geographical contexts. Their main objective is to show that magical realism 

remains persistent in the twenty-first century and to reveal the recent development of this 

mode of narrative, including topics on nation, dislocation and migration. The primary 

areas that have been covered in this anthology are: South Asia (Kantor, 2020), Africa 

(Moudileno, 2020; Rizzuto, 2020), China (Liu, 2020) Vietnam (Hong, 2020), the Middle 

East (Suyoufie, 2020), as well as African American literature (Garvey, 2020; Lam, 2020; 

Raynaud, 2020). 
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Similarly, the anthology of Magical Realism and Literature (2020), edited by 

Warnes and Sasser sheds new light on the development of magical realism through 

employing a polygenesis model. In this sense, magical realism is considered in plural 

terms to be a product of multiple motives and is viewed across time and space. In this 

volume, magical realism is explored in various regions including, Latin America (López-

Calvo, 2020), Europe (D’Haen, 2020), Australasia (Takolander, 2020), Africa (Riach, 

2020), North America (Schroeder, 2020), East Asia (Holgate, 2020), South Asia 

(Bhattacharya, 2020), Japan and the Middle East (Bayeh, 2020; Chreiteh, 2020).  

In these key volumes, and elsewhere, several critical studies engage with magical 

realist fiction in the Middle East and North Africa (Bayeh, 2020; Chreiteh, 2020; 

Erickson, 1995; 2005; Sperl, 2005; 2006; Suyoufie, 2020). Within this framework, the 

majority of the scholarship focused on male authors in the North African5 and the Levant 

regions, and have established a sort of canon of the best-known. In North Africa, the 

fictions of the Libyan novelist Ibrahim Al- Koni have been investigated extensively and 

his works are regarded as a good example of Arab magical realism (Cooke, 2007; Cooke, 

2010; Sperl, 2005 ; Sperl, 2006). In the Maghreb region, the magical realist narratives of 

the Moroccan novelists Tahar Ben Jelloun and Abdelkebir Khatibi have been discussed. 

Erickson (1995; 2005) offers a reading whereby the magical realist fictions of Ben Jelloun 

and Khatibi are considered as postcolonial narratives that challenge the language of the 

oppressor and reject Western systems of thoughts. In the Levant, the fiction of the 

Lebanese novelist Elias Khoury who employed magical realism in The Journey Of Little 

Ghandi has been analysed mainly in the context of the Lebanese civil war  (Ouyang, 

2005). 

 

5 Although this region is not within the scope of my study, I expanded the boundary to include North 
Africa, since both locations share similar characteristics (the Arabic language and Islamic religion draw 
this connection), besides being neighbours in terms of their geographical location.   
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Moreover, magical realism, as a narrative mode that depicts minority cultures and 

ethnic groups within the Middle East, is a theme explored in the relevant literature. For 

instance, The Captives of Sinjar by the Iraqi novelist Salim Barakat has been examined 

as a narrative that conveys the voices of Yazidi women as they have been subjugated by 

ISIS (Suyoufie, 2020). The works of the Kurdish writer Bakhtiyar Ali have been analysed 

as narratives that comment on the socio-political situation of the Kurds (Ahmadzadeh, 

2011). Chreiteh (2020) compares the employment of magical realism in Arabic and 

Hebrew languages by examining the subaltern voices of Druze in Syria and Mizrahi Jews 

in Israel. Similarly, Ratner (2005) engages with an Israeli female author who comes from 

an Iranian/Jewish background.  

Furthermore, there has been renewed interest in magical realism in diaspora 

writing recently. Younas (2020) examines how the fiction of Anglo-Arab immigrant 

novelists developed post Arab Spring by analysing the works of Karim Alrawi’s Book of 

Sands and Youssef Rakha’s The Crocodiles as fiction that criticise the volatile reality of 

the Arab world. Bayeh (2020) investigates the use of magical realism in Arab diaspora 

writing, the relationship between employment of magical elements and diaspora in the 

novels of The Night Counter by Alia Yunis and The Hakawati by Rabih Alameddine. 

Following on from that, two areas remain scarce in the scholarship, first with 

regards to fictional narratives by female authors. As attested, scholars have investigated 

magical realist fictions by prominent male novelists in the Middle East, such as Al- Koni, 

Barakat and Khoury, yet fiction produced by female authors are largely absent from the 

scene. For that, we need to prompt a critical dialogue on how to include women’s writing 

into the canon. This research initiates this dialogue by specifically choosing women’s 

writing to fill this gap, but recognises that other research needs to be done to continue this 

endeavour. The second area is with respect to specific locations and nations within the 

Middle East. This research covers three cultures in the Middle East (Arabic, Persian and 
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Turkish). In the scholarship of magical realism, as has been previously observed in the 

reviewed literature, critical discussions on fictional works from Saudi Arabia, Iran and 

Turkey are still lacking. The present study also fills this gap in the literature by analysing 

fictional narratives from these locations. Overall, the gender of the authors as well as the 

location of this study are two important areas where this research makes an original 

contribution to this field of study.  

Within the selected regions for this study, there are numerous fictional works that 

are published and are regarded as magical realist narratives. In Saudi Arabia, Abdul 

Rahman Munif’s Cities of Salt (1984) and Gazi Al-Gosaibi’s Al Jinniyya (2006) are two 

examples. Aboud and Ali (2015) acknowledge that “some Saudi novelists have tried to 

go beyond the conventional restricted concept of the setting, and to present narrative 

images that transcend the mere direct reporting about reality and enrich their settings’ 

intricate complex symbolic implications” (59). But they seemed reluctant to assign the 

term magical realism to this style of writing, mainly because it “does not even appear 

much in the literary and critical debates about Saudi and Arab fiction” (Aboud and Ali, 

2015, p.59). The issue with their assumption is that it lacks to place Saudi fiction within 

the worldwide critical debate of magical realism. In the sense that they only view magical 

realism as a Latin American invention, and they make the conclusion that magical realism 

is rarely existent in the Saudi context as analogous to that of Latin America. This approach 

appears to be faulty since it ignores the variation rooted both- in the conceptual 

recognition of magical realism- and in its practical use as a narrative mode. On top of 

that, they disregard to consider magical realism as a product of the culture from which it 

emerges.  

In Iran, Sadegh Hedayat’s The Blind Owl (1937) and Moniru Ravanipour’s The 

Drowned (1989) are viewed as examples of magical realism. Scholars have identified 

some reasons behind the employment of magical realism in Iranian literature: “factors 
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such as the confrontation between tradition and modernity, cultural context or climatic 

conditions, politics, myths, representations of climatological culture and novelty are 

among the most important reasons for authors’ tendency to magical realism” 

(Ghasemipour et al., 2021). Indeed, such themes are prevalent in the selected narratives 

of Parsipur and Nahai as will be demonstrated in due course. In the relevant scholarship, 

the volume of Transplanting Magical Realism in Iran (2019) by Mohammad and Mohsen 

Hanif is considered to be “a significant endeavour to redefine magical realism from the 

most recent critical perspectives opened up to it and at the same time it tries to use this 

trajectory to provide practical examples of transplantation of this literary theory in Iran” 

(Rezaei, 2019). A key issue is that this publication is yet to be translated into English, and 

is thus inaccessible to review. However, and as the word Transplanting suggests, magical 

realism is viewed as a Latin American product and the tradition in Iran is viewed from 

that perspective. A view I am reluctant to accept as I argue that magical realism in the 

Middle East has its own traditional practice that is derived from its cultures(s), religion(s) 

and literature(s). Also, an important point to support this argument, especially in the 

Iranian context, is the consideration of Sadegh Hedayat’s The Blind Owl (1937) to be an 

example of magical realism (Fernée, 2015). As the publication date suggests, it is 

preceding any modern example of magical realism, particularly the Latin American ones.  

In Turkey, it is argued that “the idea of associating magical realism with Turkish 

literature is relatively new” (Stürmer, 2014, p. 115). Some names associated with this 

practice are: Latife Tekin, Orhan Pamuk, Elif Shafak and Yaşar Kemal. Latife Tekin’s 

Dear Shameless Death (1983) and Orhan Pamuk’s My Name Is Red (1998) are well 

known in this regard. It is largely agreed that Yaşar Kemal is the first to use and introduce 

magical realism to modern Turkish literature, followed by Latife Tekin. The latter is 

typically compared to Gabriel Garcia Marquez in her use of magical realism (Gün, 1986, 

p. 278). It seems that while these novelists have employed this narrative mode, some of 
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them reject to be associated with the practice in Latin America. For instance, Yaşar Kemal 

“rejects this categorization, referring to the Latin American context of magical realism” 

(Stürmer, 2014, p. 115). There appears to be little understanding of magical realism in 

Turkey due to the notable paucity of critical studies. For that, further research that seeks 

to trace the emergence and follow the development of magical realism in this context is 

needed. 

It is apparent, therefore, that while awareness of the corpus of magical realism in 

the region has grown, there is a gap in the scholarship and that a whole study dedicated 

to contemporary magical realism in the Middle East is essential and will make a crucial 

contribution to knowledge in the field of literary criticism. The gap that this research fills 

is in the Middle Eastern geographical context, particularly when it comes to the fictional 

writings of female authors. As can be seen, this particular group has not gained any critical 

attention in this field of study. 

2.3 The Magical and the Middle Eastern Culture(s), Religion(s) and Literature(s).   

In this section I demonstrate how certain aspects of the Middle East have been a 

vital inspiration and a valuable source for the practice of magical realism. The Middle 

East, like Latin America, has its own lo real maravilloso, derived from its belief systems, 

ancient civilisations, its cultural mythology and traditional folktales. In short, the Middle 

East is vibrant with its own supernatural resources, which, to a large extent, shaped a 

number of contemporary magical realist fictions. Examining what can be regarded as 

magical in the Middle East requires a visit to the history of this region in order to confirm 

this hypothesis. For that, this section investigates the magical in Middle Eastern 

culture(s), religion(s) and literature(s).  

The emergence of new belief systems in the Middle East has affected the way 

people view their realities. Islam is the dominant religion in the Middle East. But even 
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before its advent, certain practices and beliefs in Paganism, Christianity and Judaism 

played a great role in shaping the cultures of this region. The religion of Islam 

accommodates certain fantastical incidents exemplified in the ascension of Prophet 

Mohammed to heaven and the Qur’anic revelation by the archangel Gabriel: “the supreme 

examples of [the magical] in Islam are the profound mystical experience of Mohammed 

when taken up to Heaven by the Angel Gabriel, and his receipt of the holy Koran direct 

from Allah” (Fontana, 2007. P. 164). The belief in the occurrences of supernatural events 

is not a trend exclusive to Islam but is a phenomenon that it shares with the other 

Abrahamic religions, and with other belief systems. Besides that, there is a religious belief 

in the existence of sacred and holy lands like Mecca. This idea is brought to attention by 

Faris (1995) as the existence of “sacred spaces” is a premise found in magical realism 

(174). There is also the belief in miracles and the possession of supernatural gifts in some 

Islamic traditions like that of Sufism.  

When referring to myth in this research, I mean sacred and non-sacred narratives 

that contain supernatural elements and that are associated with a particular culture or a 

religious group. In the Middle East, mythology is associated with religion and culture, so 

we have the varieties of Islamic mythology, Arabian, Turkish and Persian mythologies as 

well as fables and folktales. This brings the conversation back to the factual/fictional 

dichotomy, expressed earlier in this research. Even though myth denotes falsehood for 

the most part, as Grassie (2010) maintains that “the word ‘myth’ is popularly understood 

to mean idle fancy, fiction, or falsehood; but there is another meaning of the word in 

academic discourse. A myth, in this latter sense of the word, is a story that serves to define 

the fundamental worldview of a culture” (27). Schaeffer (2014) argues that myth “is 

clearly considered a type of factual discourse: people adhere to it as serious discourse 

referring to something real” (180), in the sense that it refers to reality. This assertion might 

seem problematic as a large number of mythical tales have some kind of uncanny or 



 

47 
 

supernatural elements that distance them from our actual real life. Schaeffer (2014) 

explains that “this does not imply that there is no distinction between fact and fiction, but 

that what counts as a fact may be relative to a specific ‘truth program’” (180).  

Literary authors have referred to the Middle East, and particularly to Islam, as a 

rich resource of magical realism. Salman Rushdie, in different places, has used certain 

aspects of the Islamic religion and Middle Eastern traditions as sources of the magic he 

employed in his fiction. For instance, The Satanic Verses (1998) has invoked Islam and 

the magical appeared to be emerging from its tradition like the protagonist 

metamorphosing into the archangel Gabriel. The tale is set in the contemporary world, 

but it goes back and forth in time, to the days of Mecca during and after the time of 

Jahiliya, meaning the dark ages of the pre- Islamic period.  

In this section, I list a number of mythical and non-mythical elements that I 

perceive to be essential sources of the magic in the present study, namely Islamic 

mysticism, the jinn and The Nights. They are related to the Middle East in one way or 

another. In other words, they are either derived from Middle Eastern mythology, Islamic 

religion or are used in relation to that.  

Islamic Mysticism 

Islamic mysticism or what can be regarded as Sufism is found in Sunni and Shia 

Islam. In the philosophy of Sufism, masters, or Walis, are accorded special positions and 

capabilities. They can perform supernatural actions such as charms, miracles, predictions 

of the future and interpretation of the secrets of hearts. This idea is closely attached to the 

works of Alem and Parsipur, in which the magical seems to be derived primarily from 

Sufi mysticism. Their narratives of My Thousand and Touba appear to be influenced by 

the spirituality and Islamic mysticism. 
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In relation to that, dreams and visions are also used as a source of the magical in 

this context. Sieber (2012) states, “magical realism is tied to the dream world in that it 

represents the site where the conscious and unconscious worlds meet” (172). Although 

they are not exclusive ideas to the Middle East, they hold a special place in Islamic 

religion and the traditions of the region. In the selected narratives, as will be seen in the 

coming chapters, the majority of the authors have employed the idea of dreams to 

transcend reality and to provide access to realms of imagination and fantasy. Dream 

interpretation, in particular, is a very common practice in the Middle East which reveals 

hidden sides about the inner self and the wider world, particularly in relation to Sufi 

thought. In this tradition, Muhammad Ibn Sirin’s book Dreams and Interpretations is 

considered a great source in this regard as it shows different types of dreams and their 

meanings. The talent of interpreting dreams is mentioned in the Qur’an, in Surat Yusuf. 

The Prophet Yusuf has shown this talent while being imprisoned, thus his life was spared 

by the king of Egypt and subsequently gained a higher authorial position because of this 

skill. In the selected narratives for this study, the occurrence of dreams is a common 

theme, yet an examination of how and why they are employed is needed alongside an 

account of the significance of dreams in relation to Islamic and Middle Eastern traditions.  

The Jinn 

The idea of the jinn constitutes a significant part of Islamic mythology. They are 

a recurrent figure in many literary works but particularly in Middle Eastern magical realist 

fiction. They can be defined as supernatural creatures or spirits that are invisible and 

unseen to the ordinary eye. It is believed that this supernatural creature originated in the 

Middle East in relation to Islam. According to Peterson (2007): 

In Islamic cosmology, the universe is structurally divided into a seen and an 

unseen world. In the unseen world, angels, devils, and other beings respond to 
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God according to their moral nature. In the seen world, human beings do the same, 

being divided (individually) into those who accept God and his messengers and 

those who do not. Jinn occupy a special, liminal status; they are of the earth, yet 

unseen on it. (94) 

In Middle Eastern tradition and Islamic belief, the jinn occupy the unseen realm, yet 

Muslims believe in their existence according to Cosmic Islamic perspective. Indeed, a 

whole chapter in the Qur’an entitled Surat al-Jinn. Belief in the presence of the jinn 

predates Islam and is relatable to pre-Islamic Arabia, where practices such as soothsaying 

and witchcraft were performed with the help of the jinn (El-Zein, 2009, p. 34). They also 

constitute a significant part of Pagan belief in which they are regarded as deities and sons/ 

daughters of God, as the Qur’an states: “But they have attributed to Allah partners – the 

jinn, while He has created them – and have fabricated for Him sons and daughters” 

(6:100). 

The jinn possess qualities comparable to humans. They can be believers or non-

believers and thus will be held accountable for their own deeds: “like humans, their choice 

to follow or not follow God is partly a matter of will, not inherent in their nature (Peterson, 

2007, p. 94). The purpose of God’s creation of humans and jinn is stated in the Qur’an: 

“and I did not create the jinn and mankind except to worship me” (51:56), so they are 

alike in this respect. El-Zein (2009) explains that “jinn are addressed in the Qur’an as 

nations endowed with rational faculties. Jinn and humans have mental faculties that allow 

them to access knowledge, perceive the truth, and distinguish them from all other living 

beings in the universe” (13). They have their own tribes and communities, wed and bear 

children and ultimately die (El-Zein, 2009, p. 18). Also, like humans they display good 

and evil attitudes. On one hand, some of them are regarded as evil, demons, they can 

possess humans and be the cause of physical and mental illnesses and of death: “the evil 

eye of the jinn’s envy was more pernicious than the evil eye of a human being; a hostile 
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jinni could cause sickness, plagues, fevers, epileptic seizures, demonic possession, and 

insanity (al-junun). One who was insane was said to be majnun, that is, possessed by a 

jinni” (Abd-Allah, 2002, p. 7). On the other hand, they can be benevolent creatures, 

companions and knowledge providers. They may also form intimate relationship with 

humans: 

jinn would also fall in love with human beings and, by taking the form of a human 

being, have sexual intercourse with them. The genealogies of certain tribes were 

traced to the children of such unions. Love, friendship, and other strong personal 

bonds between jinn and the pre-Islamic Arab intermediary were the reason for the 

jinn’s assistance in providing information about the unseen. (Abd-Allah, 2002, p. 

7)  

Nonetheless, and unlike humans, who are created from clay, the jinn are created 

from fire, as the Qur’an tells us: “And We did certainly create man out of clay from an 

altered black mud. And the jinn We created before from scorching fire” (15:26-27). Their 

creation from fire is stated in the Qur’an and is thus unquestionable to Muslims. Also, 

contrary to humans, the jinn live in an invisible world: “in accordance with their liminal 

status, jinn dwell in ruined houses, abandoned or isolated wells, graveyards, crossroads, 

caves, and other places on the borderlands of everyday human social life” (Peterson, 

2007, p. 95). They are creatures that are more powerful than humans and possess 

supernatural powers such as their ability to shapeshift into humans and animals “jinn can 

take many shapes, especially a serpent, scorpion, lion, wolf, or jackal, but they may also 

assume the guise of a particularly lovely or especially ugly man or woman” (Peterson, 

2007, p. 96).  

In Western scholarship and in popular culture, the idea of the jinn is quite different 

than the one established in Islam and the Muslim world. On the one hand, “western 
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sources simply dismissing the whole concept of the jinn as superstitions, primitivism, 

animism” (El-Zein, 2009, p. 9). There is a rejection of their very existence because this 

idea goes against the Western rational thought: “this reluctance is grounded partly in a 

rationalist tradition, which rejects the existence of most things that cannot be seen or 

experienced otherwise” (Lebling, 2010, p. 2). On the other hand, this figure is largely 

depicted as creatures who are trapped in objects and who possess the ability to grant 

wishes. There are distinctions to be made between the figure of the jinn as found in Middle 

Eastern and Islamic lore and the figure of genie as an “Orientalist construct”. For one 

thing, “the free-willed, potentially dangerous jinn of Arab folklore have become the 

enslaved gift-giving genies of global folklore” (Peterson, 2007, p. 93). This image of 

genies is derived from Aladdin and other folktales found in The Nights: “the 

transmogrification of such fearsome jinn into the gift-giving genies of Hollywood films 

begins in the colonial period with the appropriation by Western print capitalism of the 

most widely circulated collection of jinn tales, Alf Layla wa Layla (One Thousand Nights 

and a Night)” (Peterson, 2007, p. 97). In the Western media, it becomes customary to see 

the depiction of the jinn “as a magical figure that can circumvent hard work, inheritance, 

successful investment, and other traditional modes of attaining the wealth necessary to 

fulfil the limitless desires associated with capitalism,” (Peterson, 2007, p. 93). Also, there 

is distortion to the image of the jinn in relation to Islam, as Peterson (2007) observes “it 

removes the last vestiges of Islam from the genie mythos” in that while in the Nights “jinn 

routinely call on God, declare themselves believers, and look to divine revelation as the 

ground for moral action”, in Hollywood films “the genie had become entirely secularized 

(103)”.  

The jinn appeared in several magical realist fictions in the Middle East. In Arabic 

literature, for instance, in the novels of Ibrahim Al-Koni his novel The Bleeding of the 

Stone is regarded as “a magical realist novel that intertwines the lives of Tuaregs, jinn 
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and animals” (Cooke, 2010, p. 12). The jinn are portrayed in relation to humans and 

mythical animals, and they all occupy the desert in the Sahara of south Libya. Likewise, 

in his novel The Lunar Eclipse the jinn dwell in the desert, in the Sahara context, and the 

novel reveals the power of the jinn (Sperl, 2006). Also, in Naguib Mahfouz’ Arabian 

Nights and Days, the theme of human interactions with the Jinn is central to the narrative. 

In Turkish literature, Latife Tekin’s Dear Shameless Death, explores the idea of 

friendship between humans and the jinn and shows the presence of the jinn in the village 

and their disappearance in the city. In that it reflects upon their relationship to space, 

specifically rural and urban settings. In the Iranian context, the jinn have distinctive names 

like pari and div. They are also found in Islamic and ancient Persian religions and 

mythology (Peterson, 2007, p. 100). They are believed to “dwell near waterfalls and 

springs, in fields, in trees and underground” (Lebling, 2010). As can be seen, the presence 

of the jinn is found is Arabic, Turkish and Iranian literature. The fictions that employ the 

jinn are largely regarded as magical realist.  

In the analysis chapters, I answer the questions on how are the jinn portrayed in 

the narratives featured herein? And why are they employed and if they serve any purpose? 

In the selected narratives, and in brief, the jinn appear as companions (Fatma), knowledge 

providers (Fatma and The Bastard) and on specific occasions they offer guidance and 

enlightenment (Fatma, and The Bastard). They are also used in relation to characters’ 

metamorphosis, in that the jinn can possess a human being and impersonate animals (My 

Thousand), and humans can metamorphose and travel beyond the physical world with the 

help of these spirits (a recurrent theme in some novels like those of Raja Alem).  

The One Thousand and One Nights  

The Nights, also referred to as The Arabian Nights is a collection of folktales from 

the Middle East. It consists of a frame story of Scheherazade and king Shahryar, and an 
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embedded narrative that connects a series of stories and stories within stories, resulting 

in a multi-layered narrative. It includes folk tales from Arab civilisation during the 

Abbasid rule with many tales about the Abbasid caliph Harun al-Rashid. It is also believed 

that it has Persian origins, and many tales are clearly influenced by ancient Persian 

folklore like the frame story of Scheherazade.  

It was collected through translations, and the addition of new tales, by European 

orientalists like Galland’s Les Mille et une nuits, a French translation published between 

1704 and 1717, and Burton’s The Thousand Nights and a Night, an English translation 

published in 1885, and they are regarded amongst the popular European translations. 

Nonetheless, and as Peterson (2007) observes, these editions “are less translations than 

reconstructions” since they “inserted into the text both the Sindbad cycle… [and] the tale 

of Aladdin and his marvellous lamp” (99). Thus, the two tales “that have become iconic 

of The Arabian Nights as a whole are thus not in fact part of any known medieval 

manuscript of Alf Layla wa Layla” (99).  

The Nights is regarded as a literary phenomenon in world literature today and has 

a lot in common with post-modernist and contemporary literary trends (Leeuwen, 2018, 

p. 8). Its experimental nature and the inclusion of different realms and literary elements 

have helped in drawing this connection. I argue that The Nights has played a great role in 

the development of magical realism and has been influential to many magical realist 

novels. Indeed, The Nights “is notable for its capacity suddenly to juxtapose diverse 

elements: the visible and the invisible, the small and the great, the mundane and the 

fantastic, life and death” (Peterson, 2007, p. 97). I also examine the intertextuality of The 

Nights with the selected works of this study. The literary techniques found in The Nights 

range from oral storytelling to multi-layered narrativity as in frame story and embedded 

narratives. Also, there is a juxtaposition of the real and the unreal (the employment of 

magical and mythical creatures like the jinn).  
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The intertextuality of The Nights with the selected texts for this study cannot be 

dismissed as on many occasions there is either an explicit or implicit reference to this 

particular literary tradition. For example, and in brief, Moonlight uses the ‘story within 

story’ or the frame story technique. Raja Alem seems to be inspired by The Nights as the 

title of her novel My Thousand and One Nights indicates, and she refers to certain tales 

and characters in these folktales such as Hasan Al-basri. The magical elements are also 

to an extent borrowed from The Nights: the presence of the jinn, flying and 

metamorphosis. Storytelling, as mentioned earlier, is a technique that is employed in 

some of the selected texts. The intertextuality aspect is further explored in the analysis 

chapters.  

The Nights, which are based on the tradition of oral storytelling, was born out of 

a common oral tradition in the Middle East. In that tradition historical tales and stories 

are orally told for generations to come, especially in the Arabian Peninsula and amongst 

Bedouins, where the tradition offers magical ambience through the tales of ancestors: 

these are “non-Western cultural systems that privilege mystery over empiricism, empathy 

over technology, tradition over innovation. Their primary narrative investment may be in 

myths, legends, rituals — that is, in collective (sometimes oral and performative, as well 

as written) practices that bind communities together” (Zamora & Faris, 1995, p. 3). 

Indeed, the Qur’an has adopted this tradition on many occasions through the telling and 

retelling of biblical and other ancient stories. The tales of Scheherazade has employed the 

traditional art of storytelling but with a twist, in that certain techniques (like the framed 

story) are used to add distinctiveness to this practice.  As Yavari (2006) states: 

We can draw a connection between The Nights and the literary practice of magical 

realism. This folktale has inspired various authors of magical realism in multiple 

ways. The One Thousand and One Nights and other Persian folk tales, in which 

flying carpets roam the skies, whales grow as large as islands, and birds converse 



 

55 
 

in many languages, are often acknowledged by critics and by novelists, including 

Gabriel García Márquez, Jorge Luis Borges, and Italo Calvino, as the forbearers 

of magical realism - or rather, ‘marvellous reality,’ as the original Spanish 

signifiers. Crossing the borders between ‘magic’ and ‘real,’ and blending the 

natural environment with supernatural events, have allowed the composers of 

these narratives to highlight the magical wonders of Persian ‘reality’ throughout 

the centuries.  (349-50) 

 A number of pioneer magical realist novelists affirmed their influence by The 

Nights. In Latin America, for example, García Márquez stated in his autobiographical 

volume Living to Tell the Tale, “With the Thousand and One Nights, I learned and never 

forgot that we should read only those books that force us to reread them” (Kristal, 2005, 

p. 50).  Jorge Luis Borges, the prominent Argentinean magical realist author, was also 

influenced by it as can be seen in his essay that bears the name of the tales, “The Thousand 

and One Nights” (1984). In it he states: “One feels like getting lost in The Thousand and 

One Nights, one knows that entering that book one can forget one’s own poor human fate; 

one can enter a world, a world made up of archetypal figures but also of individuals” 

(570). Interestingly, Borges seems to be fascinated by many things in The Nights but, in 

particular, by the presence of the jinn. “What are these genies?” he asks. “They are related 

to a pre-Adamite creation - before Adam, inferior to men, but they can be gigantic. 

According to the Moslems, they inhabit all of space and are invisible and impalpable” 

(571). The Nights is particularly known for the presence of the jinn. Examples abound: 

the tale of ‘The Merchant and the Jinni’ and ‘Qamar al-Zaman’. ‘Hasan of Basra’ is yet 

another story which shows the relationship between humans and the jinn, as El-Zein 

(2009) states: “In the story of ‘Hasan of Basra’ the sister of Hasan discloses to him that 

the jinnia he loves is the daughter of a sovereign of the jinn, of one of the most powerful 

of their kings” (16). The theme of such intimate relationships is also found in Arabic 
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tradition, as Peterson (2007) maintains: “the idea of the jinniyah bride is an old theme in 

Arabic folklore” (105). 

An additional novelist inspired by The Nights is Isabel Allende, the Chilean 

magical realist writer. She seemed to be influenced by the folktales in her fictional 

writing, particularly the art of storytelling that inspired her to write her novel Eva Luna, 

where Luna appears to be a modern version of Scheherazade, in that the two characters 

are linked through the tradition of storytelling. Other than writers from Latin America, 

The Nights seems to be of great influence on contemporary novelists, be it in the West or 

the East. Salman Rushdie, who is mostly known for the use of magical realism as a 

postcolonial discourse seems to be influenced with these folktales, and it is largely where 

the magic in his writing comes from. Saleem in Rushdie’s Midnight children finds 

himself, “like Sinbad from Thousand and One Nights literally transported in a basket” 

(Faris, 2004, p. 33). In the opening scene of Midnight’s children, where one thousand and 

one children are born on the day of Indian independence, the narrator states:   

I must work fast, faster than Scheherazade, if I am to end up meaning – yes, 

meaning – something. I admit it: above all things, I fear absurdity. There are so 

many stories to tell, too many, such an excess of intertwined lives events miracles 

places rumours, so dense a commingling of the improbable and the mundane! I 

have been a swallower of lives; and to know me, just the one of me, you’ll have 

to swallow the lot as well. (Rushdie, 1995, p. 9)  

In the Middle East, the influence of The Nights is apparent in Arabic literature, for 

example Naguib Mahfouz, Arabian Nights and Days (1979). 

Novelists are not the only ones inspired by The Nights, but also a number of 

literary critics have invoked it in their examination of magical realist fiction. Ouyang 

touches upon the stylistic techniques that Khoury employs in his narrative and that seem 



 

57 
 

to be borrowed from The Nights such as “one story grows out of another”.  It suggests 

that in Khoury’s narrative, there is great connection between storytelling and the idea of 

death, which she argues resonates with The Nights. In other words, The Journey of Little 

Ghandi uses the older classic text to add historical resonance as it reflects upon the 

desolation and chaos of the Lebanese Civil War. Similarly, for Leeuwen (2018), the effect 

of The Nights on Gabriel García Márquez and Salman Rushdie is discussed in this 

monograph.  

2.4 Conclusion  

Through examining prominent critical works that engage with magical realism in 

the field of literary study, it is apparent that several names have received some critical 

attention, but there are other significant authors who have not gained an equal 

consideration. Not only there is a lack of engagement with the Middle East but also the 

focus has been placed on male authors and a neglect of women writers is obvious. There 

are only few studies that engage with the Middle East in comparison to dozens from other 

locations (primarily Latin America and after that comes Africa and South Asia). More 

importantly, the majority of these studies engage with works of male authors. On top of 

that, specific regions in the Middle East (Saudi Arabia, Iran and Turkey) have not gained 

adequate critical attention. As a result, there is a gap in the literature regarding the Middle 

East as a whole and particularly their female authors. 

This geographical location holds additional significance for the framework of this 

research. In that the Middle East is abundant with its own magical resources that enrich 

the practice of magical realism. Moreover, the narratives under scrutiny employ magical 

realism using Middle Eastern and Islamic mythology. For instance, the employment of 

the jinn which is used in a number of novels for different purposes. Also, there is influence 
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of the folktales of The Nights, apparent in the form of intertextuality, which are explored 

further in due course.  
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 MAGIC AND GENDER 

A MAGICAL WORLD OF THEIR OWN IN RAJA ALEM’S FATMA AND 

SHAHRNUSH PARSIPUR’S WOMEN WITHOUT MEN 

3.1 Introduction 

Magical realism, as a mode of writing that female authors have employed to 

advance feminist thought, is an area that has not been fully explored in the literature, 

particularly by pioneer scholars in the field of magical realism. Prominent female authors 

in different parts of the world are well-known for their writing style that fuses magic into 

the everyday real life. Examples abound: Angela Carter in Europe, Toni Morrison in 

North America, Isabel Allende in Latin America, Raja Alem and Shahrnush Parsipur in 

the Middle East. Consciousness of the conditions of women in these regions, leading to 

the expression of a feminist point of view about them, is a thread that brings these works 

together.  

Faris (2004) refuses to accept magical realism as “a feminist genre” (172) because, 

according to her, “there is no single definable feminist ideology” (172) in the works of 

popular female authors like Isabel Allende and Toni Morrison. Faris’s statement seems 

faulty since she bases her judgement on a few examples and makes a sweeping 

generalisation that “magical realism is not a feminist genre” (Faris, 2004, p. 172). Her 

study neglects to justify the reasons behind her judgement and lacks clarification of her 

position. This is apparent when, contrary to her declaration, she acknowledges the 

presence of feminist thought in magical realism: “magical realism has affinities with and 

exemplifies certain aspects of the experience of women that have been delineated by 

certain strains of feminist thought” (Faris, 2004, p. 170).  

Furthermore, Faris (2004) admits that magical realism plays a subversive 

“decolonising” role: “the increase in magical realist texts reflects the decolonising 
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potential of the mode. If women writers have felt like a colony, telling their own stories 

provides an exit from that position, and the magical elements that disrupt realism’s 

domination of representation lend them the strength to travel” (176). Faris’s indecisive 

position regarding the link between magical realism and feminism needs to be resolved. 

She also includes an entire chapter in her volume entitled ‘Women and Women and 

Women’ in which she examines the presence of female elements in magical realist fiction. 

She provides solid arguments that generally validate the study of feminism within the 

magical realist framework and that specifically apply to the analysis of the works under 

scrutiny.  

This chapter is a comparative study that examines the use of magical realism to 

advance the female voice in Raja Alem’s Fatma (2002), and Shahrnush Parsipur’s 

Women Without Men (2004). Fatma tells the story of the eponymous character starting 

from the day she is married off by her father to Sajir, a snake handler. He is depicted as a 

brutal husband who rapes Fatma, confines her in the house for twenty years, prohibits her 

from any human contact and is constantly humiliating her. Fatma’s life is abruptly 

transformed after she is bitten by the deadliest snake in her husband’s collection, the Great 

Horned Black. Fatma survives this incident, and gradually begins to metamorphose into 

a snake-like woman.  

Women tells the story of five women in modern day Iran whose different 

trajectories bring them together in the garden of Karaj. It is set in 1953, a critical time in 

the history of Iran when Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadegh was overthrown. The 

narrative follows the lives of Mahdokht, Faizeh, Munis, Mrs. Farrokhlaqa and 

Zarrinkolah. They are all adult women, as the narrative reveals; the youngest of them 

(Zarrinkolah) is 26 and the oldest (Mrs. Farrokhlaqa) is 51. The stories emphasise their 

hard lives, facing difficult circumstances imposed on them because of the patriarchal 

society they live in. Mahdokht is an unmarried teacher who lives with her brother in the 
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garden of Karaj and who is immensely unsatisfied with her own life; Faizeh has feelings 

for Amir, Munis’s brother, and fantasises about marrying him, but he does not see her the 

same way and she is saddened when he decides to marry another girl; Munis is confined 

in her family’s house because her brother Amir controls her life; Mrs. Farrokhlaqa is 

married to a man whom she does not have affection for and who humiliates her until his 

death one day frees her from this relationship. She buys the garden of Karaj and moves 

there; and lastly Zarrinkolah who is portrayed as a prostitute who has worked in a brothel 

since she was a young girl.  

This chapter is organised as follows: it firstly provides a brief background on the 

female literary tradition in the context of Saudi Arabia and Iran to highlight the socio-

political impact that led to the rise in magical realist practice in women’s writing. It then 

reviews the production and reception of both works and asserts the need for an innovative 

feminist-critical approach that compliments the practice of magical realism. Next  is 

analysis and discussion of the selected works, approached from three main strands; firstly, 

the poetic aspect investigates the ways in which the narrative is constructed and 

underlines how the magical is employed in the narrative to advance the female voice; 

secondly, the mythic explores its role in relation to the configuration of time and space in 

the narratives and the impact of these aspects on the female characters; thirdly, the politics 

outlines the development of the female characters in response to patriarchal constraint 

and the role of the magical to create an alternative world in which they experience a form 

of physical and spiritual transformations. 

A search in the literature shows a lack of comparative analyses of Fatma and 

Women. This study thus contributes to the ongoing critical discussion of both works by 

adding a new angle to this dialogue both in terms of its theoretical framework and in its 

comparative style. Overall, this chapter follows a close reading of the texts, applying a 

feminist narratological approach, particularly within the field of magical realism, to 



 

62 
 

pinpoint the female voice. Therefore, a combination of textual and contextual readings of 

the narratives is applied.  

3.2 Female Literary Tradition and Cultural Politics 

It is helpful to briefly outline the context of Saudi Arabia and Iran when discussing 

the practice of magical realism in women’s writing. They are respectively the countries 

of origin of Raja Alem and Shahrnush Parsipur and where fictional settings in their works 

take place. Analysis will specifically focus on socio-political scenes and examine whether 

there are corresponding patterns in the authors’ use of this narrative mode.  

In Iran, a number of scholars have identified 1979 as a pivotal point in Iranian 

history from which a magical realist discourse began to be adopted (Talattof, 1997; 

Talattof, 2004; Ghanoonparvar, 2009 and others). Talattof (1997; 2004) maintains that 

the revolution had an impact on women’s fictional writing in particular, in that they 

became more conscious of women’s issues under the Islamic Republic regime. New ways 

of writing such as magical realism developed due to these circumstances. R. 

Ghanoonparvar (2009) argues that there are certain themes and styles applied in post-

revolutionary Persian literature and film and that they seem to be politically driven. Most 

notably, magical realism is used “as a vehicle of subterfuge for the authors by concealing 

their intentions from the censors” (157). Parsipur, in particular, “re-examines the 

conventions and ideals of the social realism that dominated prose fiction before the 

revolution” (Motlagh, 2012, p. 18). Thus, a transformation from a social realist discourse 

to a magical realist one, especially with regard to women’s narratives, is spotted in Iran 

and is attributed to the newly constrained socio-political conditions post-1979.  

In Saudi Arabia, there has been a growth in radical religious discourse, increasing 

after the siege of the Grand Mosque of Mecca in 1979 and the rise of the Sahwa in 1990. 

This movement was a protest against the state’s attempts to modernise the country and 
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the increasing influence of the West (Lacroix, 2011, p. 2). The 1979 incident took place 

in Mecca as the militant Juhayman al-Otaybi led a group of extremists to seize the Grand 

Mosque. They attempted to overthrow the Saudi government and claimed the arrival of 

the Mahdi. Some years later, during the Gulf war in 1990, there was another religious 

protest condemning the presence of foreign ‘infidel’ troops on the Land of the Two Holy 

Mosques which instigated the Sahwa ‘Islamic awakening’ movement (Lacroix, 2011, p. 

2). Although these attempts were overcome by the state, they achieved their goal in that 

the kingdom has become more conservative since, and more power was bestowed on 

religious groups.  

These incidents marked a shift in the socio-religious atmosphere of the country, 

inevitably impacting the lives of women as they increasingly became invisible in the 

public sphere. This impact would lead to, among other things, a growth in fictional writing 

by Saudi female authors. In this regard, social realism appears to have been the dominant 

form of writing on the Saudi literary scene (Alharthi, 2015, p. 49). Female authors have 

used their fiction as a means of responding to patriarchal restraint of women. Arebi (1994) 

asserts that “women use words as a means to counter the language of power” (3). 

According to Al-Rasheed (2013) “Saudi women’s fiction is extremely important for 

understanding not only their fiction but also the local and international context in which 

Saudi women are perceived, promoted, pitied, and supported” (215).  

A surge in the use of magical realism is not identified as an immediate response 

to certain social or political conditions as in Iran but can be seen as an experimental and 

supportive tool to approach forbidden topics, particularly with regard to critiquing 

religious discourse. There is a lack of critical investigation in the English language 

regarding the tradition of magical realist fiction in Saudi Arabia.  
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Overall, it can be seen that due to religious and political factors, freedom of speech 

was undermined in both cultural contexts. Literary narration is underlined in these 

conditions, particularly for women “in a universe where waiting, inaction, reception 

predominate, and action is only minimally possible, the narrative act itself becomes the 

source of possibility” (Lanser, 1986, p. 357). Fiction had to find new ways to advance the 

right to speak out, and among chosen means of expression authors adopted magical 

realism. Additionally, some topics are considered taboo and novels can be censored when 

they provoke these taboos, while the most egregious cases might be met with the 

imprisonment of authors. Women writers, specifically, have had to invent new methods 

of writing in which they can confront the patriarchal system and deliver a message in an 

oblique manner. Magical realism has aided them to do so, as a “support system for 

feminine writing, confirming its decolonising potential for women” (Faris, 2004, p. 177). 

Talattof (2004) maintains that magical realism “has produced new forms and creative 

approaches to social problems and has addressed forbidden topics” (43-46). This idea can 

be applied to the context of Saudi Arabia and Iran as they had similar patriarchal and 

religious pressures that drew lines for women that were forbidden to cross.  

Magical realism supported female authors to approach certain topics without 

being judged or criticised for the matter, “as an assertion and affirmation of their literary 

independence, as a tool to discover, explore and expose the emotional, ideological and 

social layers of human existence” (Safawi & Dehlvi, 2006, p. 97). The genre became 

increasingly relevant in these straitened times for women as a “narrative tool to express 

some of the irrational and inexpressible aspects of women’s existence” (Karim, 2001, p. 

83) .  
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3.2.1 When Magical Realism Meets Feminism  

With regards to Alem and Parsipur, they are popular for their literary style that 

fuses the magical into the otherwise real world. In the current study, Women employs 

magical realism to expose gender issues and subvert patriarchy. Abbasi (2018) argues 

that since Parsipur has gone through intellectual exile she has had to “break taboos about 

mentioning female identity, virginity, rape and male violence” (68). Similarly, in Fatma, 

magical realism is used as a feminist discourse that provides power and transcendence to 

the female protagonist. Feminism is accentuated in these narratives and magical realism 

thus serves to highlight this political endeavour. Coming from cultures where ideas such 

as sexuality and female transgression are regarded as taboo, female writers needed to 

manoeuvre in their appropriation of these themes to avoid unnecessary complications and 

perhaps censorship.  

It needs to be noted that even though Raja Alem and Shahrnush Parsipur come 

from Saudi Arabia and Iran respectively where male dominance over women is politically 

and socially systemic, both authors have denied affiliation with feminist thought. Parsipur 

rejected being labelled a feminist: “I am not a feminist. But I am not against feminism 

either” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 142). Similarly, Alem makes remarks in which she rejects 

being identified as a feminist voice for Saudi women. Tonkin (2008) quotes Alem saying 

“I don’t represent Saudi women. I only represent myself”. Alem and Parsipur did not 

reveal the reasons behind their statements but perhaps they aspire for their narratives to 

be appreciated on their own merits rather than as works representative of a group or 

specific idea. Perhaps, equally, considering the contexts requiring oblique assertion we 

have identified, the authors fear the consequences of being identified by the State as 

agents of challenge. Despite Parsipur and Alem’s clear position, a substantial number of 

critical investigations have approached their narratives from a feminist-critical 

perspective as will be seen in the brief literature review of Fatma and Women below.  
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With regards to Fatma, Cooke’s “Dying to be Free” (2007) examines the 

narrative’s treatment of Fatma’s struggle, which, Cooke argues, functions as a critical 

feminist discourse that responds to patriarchy from both social and historical perspectives. 

Yet she tends to view the magical as a hallucinatory manifestation of Fatma’s deteriorated 

mental and psychological being, hence distancing it from being viewed as a magical 

realist narrative. Al-Sudairy’s “A New Reading of the Serpent Myth in the Ancient and 

Modern Arab Culture” (2013) investigates the mythical elements by examining the image 

of the ‘woman-serpent’ as existed in the old Arabian Peninsula and follows a cultural-

historical approach to achieve that.    

 Al-Sharqi’s “Magical Realism as Feminist Discourse in Raja Alem’s Fatma” 

(2016) views it as a work of magical feminism “to challenge the existing reality of 

marginalized women in her country” and to provide “Saudi women the social and 

psychological voice they have been denied” (58). Asayesh’s Patriarchy and power in 

magical realism (2017) places Fatma alongside Isabel Allende’s House of Spirits and 

Marina Warner’s Indigo, and examines structures of patriarchy and power across 

cultures (Middle East, Latin America and Europe) in magical realist narratives from a 

feminist point of view.  

Women has been studied from a variety of theoretical perspectives. Keshavarz’s 

Jasmine and Stars: Reading More than Lolita in Tehran (2007) provides a critique of 

certain narratives that she refers to as being ‘New Orientalist’ in contemporary Persian 

literature. She provides Women as an alternative example to the orientalist perspective, in 

the clash between the democratic structure of the narrative, exemplified in its multiple 

female perspectives, with the undemocratic condition of real Iranian women’s lives. 

Stepping out of their assigned places into discovering the world and themselves, her 

characters enact a universal womanly theme which she argues “pushed strongly against 

the limitations imposed on women by the state ideology” (86).   
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Women has also been regarded as a feminist discourse: in Postmodern Utopias 

and Feminist Fictions (2013), Wagner-Lawlor examines Women amongst other female-

authored narratives from the Middle East. She regards it as a feminist speculative fiction 

“in which utopian content is occasionally muted, but more often amplified” (1) and 

applies feminist philosophy to argue for an alternative conception of utopia. Specifically, 

she examines the relationship of each one of the female characters to space, particularly 

the garden of Karaj as a feminist utopian space. In so doing she looks into patterns of 

mobility and immobility that the characters partake both literally and imaginatively, and 

how the body and mind are engaged to achieve their movement, “a travel narrative, a 

speculative journey” (158). The hospitality of this new space is drawn in contrast to the 

inhospitality of the characters’ former spaces where patriarchal order predominates.  

Similarly, Talattof in “Iranian Women’s Literature” (1997), shows Women, 

amongst other literary works, as an example of how fictional works by women have 

changed in the post-revolutionary period to be heavily influenced by feminist thought. He 

also focuses on Parsipur’s literary works and examines different aspects of her literary 

style, including the configuration of space and time. He particularly regards the view of 

the garden as “a sort of utopia and a place of congregation for women disenfranchised 

from society” (44). In Dislocation, Writing, and Identity in Australian and Persian 

Literature (2018), Abbasi examines the idea of ‘dislocation’ that the female characters 

experience in the narrative. In relation to that, he discusses it in light of Edward Said’s 

notion of intellectual exile or self-exile.  

Thus, it is clear that despite Alem and Parsipur’s personal stances regarding 

feminism, this particular school of thought plays a significant role in the critical 

appropriation of both of the authors’ works. The current study is similar to the reviewed 

literature in that it illustrates a strong connection between feminism and magical realism. 

Nevertheless, it differs from them in that it places Alem and Parsipur’s narratives 
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alongside one another in a comparative style, as well as by drawing upon a particular 

feminist theory that has not been previously approached in the literature, as will be shown 

next. 

3.3 The Female Voice in Fatma and Women Without Men 

By ‘voice’ I am specifically referring to both poetic and political meanings 

generated from examining the female voice. In literary studies, ‘voice’ denotes different 

meanings; it can refer to “the act of narration” (Diengott, 1988, p. 48) in structural and 

narratological studies, and it has ideological and political identification with subaltern 

voices in which “the term has become a trope of identity and power” (3). This is 

particularly true in cultural and political studies like that of feminism and 

postcolonialism.  

When the concept of ‘narrative voice’ is examined from a genderless 

narratological perspective, it reveals some profound limitations: “as a narratological term, 

‘voice’ attends to the specific forms of textual practice and avoids the essentializing 

tendencies of its more casual feminist usages” (Lanser, 1992, p. 5). However, when voice, 

as a narratological element, is linked to feminist criticism, this limitation is overcome, as 

Lanser (1992) states: “as a political term, ‘voice’ rescues textual study from a formalist 

isolation that often treats literary events as if they were inconsequential to human history” 

(5). Therefore, when the two paradigms are combined, an innovative and profound 

approach is established, known as ‘feminist narratology’.  

This term was coined by Lanser in 1986 when she introduced it as a branch of 

narrative theory and in so doing aimed to modify the classical narratological, textually-

oriented practice to incorporate gender-related aspects. She defines feminist narratology 

as the exploration of “certain configurations of textual voice in fictions by women” taking 

into consideration that “female voice is a site of ideological tension made visible in textual 
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practices” (Lanser, 1992, p. 6). Lanser is concerned with three main issues in which 

narratology and feminist theories differ: “the role of gender in the construction of 

narrative theory, the status of narrative as mimesis or semiosis, and the importance of 

context for determining meaning” (Lanser, 1986, p. 343). As far as this research is 

concerned, I find that in the intersectionality of this theory lies the answer to the female 

voice question raised in this chapter. In other words, because of the consideration of both 

feminism and narratology, this study is able to discuss the literary practice of magical 

realism in the selected works, how has this mode of writing been approached by the 

authors and what is its significance in their cultural context?  

The study of feminist narratology has been contested, particularly from the stance 

of classical narratologists. Diengott (1988) finds Lanser’s idea of promoting a feminist 

narratological reading of women’s writing to be “disturbing”. Narratology, according to 

her, is “purely theoretical and logical”, “systematic”, “totally indifferent to gender”, and 

“clear about their own assumptions” (42-45), whereas feminist criticism is “not clear 

about what they are doing… [and] about defining their object of inquiry” (42), and is 

“compelled to appropriate fields of study which rely on totally different premises to their 

own enterprise” (50). Her critique is based on the idea that narratology and feminism are 

two different enterprises since their method and object of inquiry are different. Feminism 

is concerned with “interpretation”, examining the meaning of any literary work, and 

narratology as a “theoretical poetics” is concerned with a systematic view of the 

text.  Diengott (1988) argues that Lanser’s determination to link narratology and 

feminism shows “a confusion of theoretical poetics with other fields within the study of 

literature, such as interpretation, historical poetics, or criticism” (46). This view considers 

that they are generated from different fields of study and therefore cannot be mixed 

together.  
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Diengott’s defence of classical narratology and rejection of any gender integration 

to the practice of narratology seems problematic. This is because the textual structure of 

any given literary text is largely dependent on, if not a result of, contextual factors, which 

can be seen to be interrelated. As Gymnich (2013) states, “the production and the 

reception of literary texts are inevitably shaped by the cultural and historical contexts in 

which those texts are written, distributed and read” (705). Indeed, Fatma and Women 

show the significant role that social context plays in their production and reception, 

particularly the composition of their narratives as female authors in male-dominant 

spheres. Also, how both authors have distanced themselves from feminist activism, yet at 

the same time their literary works have been primarily approached from this particular 

school of thought.  

Furthermore, it can be noted that the dual emphasis on textual and contextual 

properties in the study of narrative theory has become an influential practice lately. Van 

Peer and Chatman (2001) encourage the interdisciplinary research that incorporates 

different methodologies and practices in approaching narrative theory to overcome 

limitations in this field of study. As a result, the study of narratology has progressed from 

being textually oriented (classical narratology) in the past into the integration of various 

theoretical perspectives, in which the context is often considered, such as cultural 

narratology, postcolonial narratology as well as feminist narratology.  

 For the purpose of this study, feminist narratology appears to be appropriate for 

a number of reasons. Firstly, one of the research’s main questions asks why authors utilise 

magical realism. The feminist part of this approach helps to answer this question as its 

principal inquiry is the political significance of employing this mode of writing. 

According to Gymnich (2013), the female narrative voice can “challenge existing power 

structures by privileging the perspectives and voices of those narrators/characters whose 

views tend to be neglected in public discourses in a particular cultural context” (708). 
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This is befitting the context of Saudi Arabia and Iran where the female voice is largely 

unheard due to their comprehensive social, religious and political constraints. Hence, the 

female voice in the narratives, coupled with a magical realist technique, function  at least 

as a partial and oblique subversive assertion against male dominance by providing women 

with a platform to voice their concerns and to share their experiences of patriarchal 

practices. Also, marginalised and submissive women in society are central and dominant 

characters in these narratives.  

Another research question this thesis investigates is how the narrative of magical 

realism is constructed. This is primarily concerned with formal and structural aspects of 

magical realist texts. Narratology is valuable in answering the question as its main query 

is about the structure of the narrative, with closer examination of formal aspects like 

characterisation, spatiality and temporality.  A consideration of both poetic 

(narratological) and political (feminist) properties of Fatma and Women is essential in 

that it helps to identify the ways in which the female voice is recognised in the narrative 

and the meaning of such application.  

In addition to that, since feminist narratology comprises two theoretical 

frameworks, it corresponds to and echoes the hybrid conception of magical realism. Thus, 

the two can be seen perfectly interrelated as each is an amalgamation of two disparate 

domains. In fact, both theoretical frameworks are regarded as departing from the 

conventional side; magical realism departs from realist tradition and feminist narratology 

departs from prior narratological practice. I consider magical realism and feminist 

narratology to be subversive in their “in-betweenness”, “all-at-oneness”, so they are 

useful in that they “encourage resistance to monologic political and cultural [and 

formalist] structures”, “a feature that has made the mode particularly useful to writers in 

postcolonial cultures and, increasingly, to women” (Zamora & Faris, 1995, p. 

6). Approaching Alem and Parsipur’s magical realist texts from a feminist narratological 
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perspective is also due to the observation that there is a gap in this critical approach in the 

literature. As established earlier, Fatma and Women have been examined from a feminist-

critical perspective, yet a combination of feminism and narratology is lacking.  

Even though Faris (2004) rejects the idea of magical realism being a feminist 

genre, she maintains that “it may be possible to locate a female spirit characterised by 

structures of diffusion, polyvocality, and attention to issues of embodiment, to an earth-

centered spirit world, and to collectivity” (170). Faris’s statement refers to a number of 

aspects (like polyvocality) present in the critical discussion in the field of feminist 

narratology. This point further emphasises my initial suggestion of the intersectionality 

of magical realist practice with a feminist narratological reading of women’s writing. I 

test the applicability of these characteristics while closely reading Fatma and Women.  

It is apparent that a female voice can be located when studying the role of gender 

in the construction of plot, characters, and the configuration of temporal and spatial 

settings. Ideas emerge that closely relate to women’s experience and female ways of 

knowing and being which contribute to the assumption of a feminist discourse that can 

be identified in women-authored narratives. I also argue that the themes of self-

transformation, metamorphosis and transcendence can be seen as additional 

characteristics that articulate a sense of female voice in both narratives.  

3.3.1 Polyvocality, Hybridity and Collectivity  

Polyvocality (or polyphony) is a concept introduced by the Russian philosopher 

and literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin in his analysis of Fyodor Dostoevsky’s novels. A 

polyphonic novel, he maintains, consists of “a plurality of independent and unmerged 

voices and consciousnesses… [it] is not a multitude of characters and fates in a single 

objective world, illuminated by a single authorial consciousness; rather a plurality of 

consciousnesses, with equal rights and each with its own world, combine but are not 
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merged in the unity of the event” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 6). In essence, it is the idea of 

incorporating multiple voices, stories and perspectives within a narrative, irrespective of 

the author’s stance.  

Polyphony is identified as a literary technique across different fields of studies 

like “postmodernism”, “magical realism” and “feminist criticism” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 6). 

Nevertheless, it is increasingly recognised in connection with “women’s narratives” as 

Lanser asserts that “polyphony is more pronounced and more consequential in women’s 

narratives and in the narratives of other dominated peoples” (Lanser, 1986, p. 350). Faris 

(2004) explains how polyvocality in postmodernist and magical realist literature 

intersects with the female voice in women’s narrative. As a characteristic, the “dialogical, 

polyphonic, decentered forms that characterize postmodernism as it grows out of 

modernism correspond to what are often imagined to be female ways of being and 

knowing” (170). It is also this precise feature in women’s writing that “aligns it with the 

polyvocal nature of magical realism” (Faris, 2004, p. 173), as the latter is perceived to be 

a “discourse of plurality, of disagreement” (Faris, 2004, p. 144). Therefore, and since 

Fatma and Women are concurrently regarded as ‘postmodern’ ‘magical realist’ narratives 

by ‘women’, I argue that a profound polyvocal paradigm can be detected in them.    

Since Fatma and Women are considered magical realist texts, they are essentially 

befitting the description of a polyvocal discourse. Indeed, the dual narrative structure is 

apparent when examining the plots of Fatma and Women. Fatma begins with the realist 

side as its protagonist is thrown out of her husband’s house after twenty years of marriage. 

The omniscient, third-person narrator then begins to narrate Fatma’s story since the day 

she was married off by her father to Sajir, a snake handler. Sajir is depicted as a brutal 

husband who rapes Fatma, confines her in his house for twenty years, prohibits her from 

any human contact and constantly humiliates her. Fatma’s life is transformed after she is 

bitten by one of her husband’s snakes. It is here that the realist narrative is interrupted 
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with a fantastical occurrence portrayed not only in Fatma’s miraculous survival of this 

incident, but also in her gradual metamorphosis into a snake-like woman. With this 

metamorphosis she starts to develop magical skills like communicating with the invisible 

world, portrayed in the character of Noor “the shadow”, and her ability to control her 

husband’s snakes and travel to metaphysical realms. Through the insertion of magical 

elements, Fatma’s real world is transformed in that she has become able to transcend her 

miserable marital life. Nevertheless, the novel ends with Fatma’s death after she has been 

thrown out of Sajir’s house as he is unable to accept her transmutation. Her death marks 

the ultimate transcendence in that she leaves her body and travels to the unknown world 

free from all mundane earthly restrictions.  

Similar to Fatma, the realist narrative of Women is disrupted by magical and 

fantastical occurrences. To mention but a few, Mahdokht’s implantation of herself in the 

garden, Munis’s revival from death and Zarrinkohlah’s waking up one day seeing all men 

headless. It should be noted that in this narrative not all five characters are portrayed 

obtaining fantastical elements. Faizeh and Mrs. Farrokhlaqa are presented as realist 

characters, whereas the other three (Mahdokht, Munis and Zarrinkohlah) undergo some 

forms of magical episodes that ultimately lead to their physical and spiritual 

transformations.  

Women’s narratives have been described as a “double voiced discourse” (Lanser, 

1986, p. 349; Showalter, 1981, p. 201). When examining the narratives from a feminist 

narratological perspective, it seems that an adoption of a double-voiced discourse is 

essential because as Lanser (1986) observes, “for the condition of being woman in a male-

dominant society may well necessitate the double voice, whether as conscious subterfuge 

or as tragic dispossession of the self” (349). Showalter (1981) also explains that 

“women’s writing is a ‘double-voiced discourse’ that always embodies the social, literary 

and cultural heritages of both the muted (female) and the dominant (male)” (201). 
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Through examining the construction of the female characters in Fatma and Women, it 

appears that a dual representation of dominant and muted voices can be identified, 

indicating that the narrative can be a site of tension and contested meanings between these 

two positions.  

This can be seen in Women, for example, where some female characters are shown 

to be abiding by the patriarchal system. Faizeh represents the dominant voice in her 

thoughts and actions. She is portrayed to enjoy some privileges in comparison with the 

other four characters. She is educated and that is shown in her discussion of virginity with 

her friend Faizeh “I have read it in a book. I read a lot” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 25). She also 

enjoys freedom of movement and her life is not controlled by men as she only lives with 

her elderly grandmother.  

Despites her knowledge and the privileges she holds relative to the other 

characters, her mentality represents patriarchy in various ways. Faizeh appears to be 

endorsing male dominance over women, and abiding by patriarchal norms, especially in 

her thoughts regarding virginity and the place of a woman in society. She keeps 

emphasising the importance of maintaining her virginity until she is married. She 

endorses the patriarchal conception of honour killing, illustrated in her reaction to Amir’s 

killing of his sister Munis:  

”You’re a man! You can’t cry. What are you crying for? You’re a brother, you 

upheld your honour. You killed her? You did the right thing. Why not? A girl 

doesn’t do such a thing. You really did the right thing. Good for you, I would have 

done the same thing. Your mother raised you well.” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 37)  

She does this to win his heart so he can marry her and even though he decides to marry 

another girl, later in the narrative she agrees to be his second wife. Faizeh’s 

characterisation shows her to be preoccupied with the objective of marrying Amir, which 
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is constantly present throughout her narrative. It can be seen that Faizeh accepts and even 

endorses the patriarchal order that views her as inferior to man and she does not seek to 

alter her life in any way.  

Munis, on the other hand, represents muted groups literally and figuratively. Her 

character is initially constructed as voiceless, immobile and powerless. She is depicted as 

a quiet person, who rarely talks: “she sat across Faizeh not saying a word”; she is literally 

immobile as her brother Amir forbids her from leaving the house since he believes that 

“It doesn’t make sense for a woman to go out in the first place. Home is for women, the 

outside world for men” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 28). On top of that, Amir physically assaults 

her: “he removed the belt from his waist and started beating Munis with it… [she] suffered 

the strokes wordlessly without putting up a defence”. He ultimately “reached for the 

knife… and plunged it forcefully in her chest” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 29).  

The contrasting representation of Faizeh and Munis is further accentuated when 

they leave Tehran, as Munis “decided to escape from the prison of family time” (Parsipur, 

2004, p.95). On their way, a truck stops by, and two men ask them where they are heading 

and then the two men rape them. While both are traumatised by the atrocious assault, 

Munis seems to be able to overcome the experience while Faizeh is shown to be only 

devastated about losing her virginity. “Well, Faizeh dear, I was a virgin too [Munis says]. 

To hell with it. We were virgins, now we’re not. It’s nothing to cry over” (Parsipur, 2004, 

p. 97). Munis assures her that virginity is not an important matter but Faizeh is not 

convinced. Karim (2009) states that “Munis’s revelation and transformation after reading 

the book on sexuality makes her see the rape as a spiritual obstacle to be overcome that 

will merely strengthen and teach her” (165).  

Faizeh and Munis’s polarity is further amplified in that the former’s character is 

static, unchanging, preoccupied with the idea of virginity, while the latter is dynamic, 
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adaptable, in a continuous endeavour to challenge her confinement. This may explain 

why Faizeh’s account seems a realistic one, in that she is merely portrayed as a flat, 

limited secondary social-realist character. Hence after her marriage, her “life is neither 

good nor bad. It just goes on” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 126). Wagner-Lawlor (2013) maintains 

that “Faizeh has squandered her opportunity at transformative mobility, neither 

abandoning the expectations of a patriarchal organization nor entertaining the imagination 

of a new vision of the world” (166). Munis’s account, on the other hand, is fuller, and 

shifts from positive, rounded social-realist characterisation to include several fantastical 

interventions. Thus, once constructed as submissive, voiceless and powerless she 

undergoes a process of transformation and is reconstructed to be vocal and powerful. 

Milani (1992) argues that Munis represents both “the ideal and the counterideal. She 

combines many intense and contradictory feelings about womanhood” (236-37). These 

contradictory feelings come as a result of her initial acceptance and later refusal of her 

brother’s intervention in her life, leading to her self-growth and transformation. We will 

return to her characterisation in more detail later in the analysis.  

In addition to the counterpoint of Faizeh/Munis’s characters as a representation of 

dominant/muted voices, the dilemma of this dualism is additionally emphasised in 

Mahdokht’s character as a representation of both modes existing simultaneously within 

her character. Mahdokht seems to represent patriarchal ideology in her reaction to 

witnessing the sexual encounter of the female maid with the male gardener. She is 

disgusted with the maid and feels utterly uncomfortable for her to play with her nephews 

as she might poison their minds with disgraceful ideas. Mahdokht goes farther than that 

to wish the worse for the female maid: “I hope she’s pregnant so that they [the maid’s 

family] kill her… then the children would not be corrupted” (Parsipur, 2004, pp. 9-10).  

Nevertheless, Parsipur portrays another side of Mahdokht’s character, one that is 

seemingly anti-patriarchal. The depiction of her planning to plant herself in the garden 
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suggests a counter-reaction towards patriarchy. Continuing the narrative’s line in 

showing female characters preoccupied with the idea of virginity, a notion appropriated 

and developed by patriarchy to control women, Mahdokht perceives her virginity to be 

“like a tree” and is convinced that she is actually a tree. Motivated by this belief, she 

decides to plant herself in the garden. In so doing, she invents her own way of 

reproduction, one that is not confined to a sexual encounter between a man and a woman, 

but through embracing nature and becoming one entity with it. Only then “she would 

become thousands and thousands of branches. She would cover the entire world” 

(Parsipur, 2004, p. 11). Talattof (1997) argues that “Mahdokht’s desire to transform into 

a tree becomes a metaphor for the fulfilment of her sexual desire without the loss of her 

virginity” (154). When she turns into seeds and travels throughout the world, by the end 

of the narrative “she thus propagates herself without engaging in the messy business of 

human sexuality” (Talattof, 1997, p. 155). Hence, she is portrayed to be having a double-

sided nature, a conventional one that embraces and perpetuates patriarchal ideology, and 

a radical one that refuses the existential nature of women’s sexuality and their role of 

reproduction. Before planting herself, this dilemma leads to her insanity as she “had no 

tolerance for conflict of any kind and simply wished for a universal harmony” (Parsipur, 

2004, p. 7). She “beat her head against the wall… broke down and started crying” as she 

admitted “it is always the heart’s desire that drives one insane” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 14). 

As she resorted to the idea of planting herself and becoming a tree, her inner voice is 

changed from desperation at being a woman into a total contentment: “her heart was 

joyful, having now found union with the spirit of the tree, storing all the goodness of the 

earth” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 96). This transcendent connection lifts her characterisation 

beyond a social-realist crisis arising from sexuality tainted by socially-prescribed shame 

and disgust, to a magical reach beyond the spatial and temporal, beyond the confines of 

society, patriarchy, and the body itself.   
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With regard to Fatma, and because the narrative revolves solely around Fatma, a 

doubled-voice discourse that expresses conflicting perspectives towards patriarchy is 

present in the incorporation of female voices from the past of Fatma’s female ancestry 

into the narrative of her modern life. Comparing female ancestors to their descendants 

reveals a disparity and a marked dualism. It seems that Alem’s reconciliation with history 

is to draw a contradictory image between the condition of women in the (slightly mythic) 

olden times and that of modern times in Arabia. In this connection, Alem creates the 

impression that Arabian women enjoyed more power and freedom in the past than they 

do in the present. This is manifested in her construction of Fatma’s character, as a 

repressed woman in modern society in comparison to her mother and grandmother as 

powerful women in older times. The dual temporality of present and past exposes a degree 

of a contested stance against the confined nature of contemporary life, from petty 

limitations to stifling conventions and punitive laws; or, in theoretical terms, a stance 

against patriarchy as a dominant ideology in the modern time. 

To elucidate, the present status of Fatma in the narrative is that of victimhood; she 

is abused by her husband, confined to the dwelling for twenty years and barred from 

communicating with any other human being. Running counter to Fatma’s victimisation, 

the narrative resorts to the past to show the liberty and autonomy of her female ancestors. 

Fatma’s grandmother is portrayed to be an idol and a legendary figure in her tribe, 

respected by other women for her wisdom: “Shumla told jokes, offered criticism, 

bestowed compliments, and drew out the best in the women” (Alem, 2002, p. 7). She is 

also admired by men: “the men of her tribe knew her as the Queen of Rowanberry Trees. 

The flowering of the red Rowanberries caused Shumla’s sap to rise and made her start 

looking around for her next husband” (Alem, 2002, p. 32). Shumla has a power over men 

and “she said whatever crossed her mind without fear of offending her young admirers” 

(Alem, 2002, p. 7).  
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Additionally, the past in the narrative shifts beyond realism to depict women who 

possess a level of physical power and capability that can be seen as magical. Fatma’s 

female ancestors enjoyed the gift of longevity. Fatma’s mother had married her father at 

the age of seventy and given birth to Fatma when she was a hundred years old. Shumla 

also had the power of longevity which provided her with a special position amongst her 

patriarchal tribe: “the women in Fatma’s family outlived the men. Her grandmother… 

had lived forever - or long enough, at least, to witness the passing of every man in the 

family…she’d given birth to a son, Fatma’s father, when she was… a hundred and fifty 

years old”. Fatma’s mother “died giving birth to Fatma at the age of one hundred” (Alem, 

2002, p. 6). We see here the slip from fairly bleak social-realist facts – women often 

outlive male partners and suffer emotionally and economically – to a fantasy version of 

longevity – living to “a hundred and fifty years old.” – which also hints at a transcendent 

quality in its phrasing: “grandmother… had lived forever …” Subtly the narrative voices 

nudge the reader to look beyond the grim physical moment to something greater. 

Shumla is also depicted in connection with historical figures and places. There are 

many references to prominent male figures from the Arabian and Persian traditions. There 

is the tale of Shumla and king Molkshah the Khwaizme, a Persian king, who meets 

Fatma’s grandmother in the desert and is cursed after her meeting. He is depicted as 

obsessed with Shumla but unable to get her to succumb to his masculine power. Even 

though Shumla is described as having affection for him, she has not fallen for him. 

Furthermore, king Molkshah the Khwaizme is faced with a devastating issue that 

endangers his wellbeing: it appears that the curse and the cure both come from the female 

Shumla. In addition to this figure, she is mentioned in relation to Azrael, the angel of 

death: “Azrael sleeps under my bed. He’s always been there, I keep my eye on him. I fool 

him by marrying strong men” (Alem, 2002, p. 7), and Satan, who kidnapped her for three 

years (Alem, 2002, p. 43). 
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 The employment of mythology is used to consolidate ideas of women as leaders, 

wise, seductive and destructive. The account of Shumla mixes and blurs the lines between 

the real and the mythic to establish this effect. It functions to subvert or at least offer 

comfort to the image of Arabian women as weak, passive and submissive. Ascribing 

supernatural powers to Fatma’s female ancestors in their ability to live far longer than 

normal moves women from societal margin to universal centre by granting them authority 

and physical power. Being the creators of new life and outlasting most males around 

them, these females exist closer to immortality than their male counterparts. Hence, the 

narrative, through the incorporation of present/past accounts of Arabian women serves as 

a double-voiced discourse, conveying a dual sense of repression/liberation. It addresses 

power relations in its portrayal of the dominant voice holding power and the muted one 

being supressed, but more importantly, there is the shift in power at least in the 

imagination in favour of the socially-muted group. 

With regard to narrative structure and voice, it seems that the idea of polyvocality 

is more prevalent in Women than in Fatma. Other than the double-sided effect caused by 

magical intervention into an otherwise realistic narrative, the notion of polyvocality is 

apparent in Women in its incorporation of multiple female perspectives. Although it is 

narrated in a third-person style, the reader is presented with the tales, voices and emotions 

of the five female protagonists. In fact, the novella of 131 pages is divided into 

unnumbered chapters. The first five chapters are titled with the characters’ names, in that 

each chapter tells the story of its named protagonist. This process is interrupted in the 

sixth, seventh and eighth chapters where the five protagonists gather in the garden. The 

narrative then resumes its previous structure, following the five characters’ names and 

their stories.6 The feature of polyvocality is therefore formally apparent in Parsipur’s 

 

6 See Appendix A.  
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structuring of the narrative. It is an amalgamation of five separate stories: “the voices of 

the five separate narrators – delicately connected by plot and circumstance – give us 

variations on the theme of the mistreatment of women in contemporary Iran”  (Weekly, 

2004).  

Women follows a clear structure, five short stories that have been linked together 

to form a bigger tale. Contrary to that, in Fatma, the whole narrative revolves around one 

character, Fatma, so her perspective is the primary one. Yet one can note that there are 

multiple faces to Fatma’s character that can be observed as the narrative progresses. She 

is “a girl from Mecca, a woman who changes into a woman-snake… a leaf from a Tuba 

tree in heaven… Prince Taray’s love… a woman who appears as a snake in the book of 

eternity, kills King Thonawas, and changes into River Lar and sings the music of unity 

with the universe” (Asayesh, 2017, p. 66). Fatma’s voice is fragmented, broken and 

although she is silenced throughout the narrative, we are presented with her often rich 

inner voice that articulates conflicting thoughts and desires. This is translated in the text 

as a free indirect discourse that is occupied with interior monologue, reflecting upon her 

emotional, mental and physical well-being.  

As can be seen thus far, Fatma and Women highlight multiple aspects of 

connection and fusion rather than separation. This idea of hybridity is seen on multiple 

levels, relating it to the original idea of a double-voiced discourse, as explained earlier, 

the fusion of real/ fantastical narratives; present/past accounts; dominant/subordinate 

voices signifying diverse values that cannot be separated; as Faris (2004) states: “the 

multi-vocal nature of the narrative and the cultural hybridity that characterize magical 

realism extends to its characters, which tend toward a radical multiplicity” (25). But more 

to that is the construction of the characters in both narratives such that they are neither 

real nor fantastic but a combination of both, as hybrid figures, reflecting on the feminist 

idea of a “sex which is not one” (Irigaray, 1985) and picturing “the difference within as 
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a fluid and dynamic entity” (Faris, 2004, p. 173). They subvert binary oppositions and 

dualistic modes of thought that render women inferior. For instance, Fatma is sometimes 

a snake and sometimes a woman and in most cases she is a mix of both, a snake-woman; 

her grandmother Shumla is a mongoose-woman, a nymph: “she was a hybrid nymph and 

mongoose” (Alem, 2002, p. 33); Mahdokht has become a woman-tree. The human trait 

is never abandoned in their characterisation. Mahdokht is fed with human milk and her 

senses are there as she observes the passage of time in the garden from winter to summer.   

Besides the construction of some female characters as hybrid figures, it is 

interesting to investigate the fictional character of Noor in Fatma as it seems to be the 

most hybrid of them all. Noor is an ambiguous figure whose nature is neither defined nor 

interpreted for the reader but only presented as a shadow. This is sometimes described as 

“shaped like a human body” and at other times to have “the appearance of a snake with a 

lion’s head” (Alem, 2002, pp. 28-29) but is affirmed as Fatma’s companion. It is also not 

clear whether Noor is male or female. At times, Alem refers to Noor as male and at others 

as a genderless creature. The feeling that Noor is a male is accentuated when Fatma sees 

a man, in the street, and he resembles her companion Noor: “yes, he was the very image 

of her secret companion” (Alem, 2002, p. 5). Despite this assertion, Noor remains to be 

perceived as genderless or androgynous in the narrative. This is apparent from the 

conversation Fatma has with Noor when she firstly meets it: she asks, “what are you? a 

man or a woman?” He answers, “what difference does it make?... what is a man? a 

woman?... you assume there is a barrier between sexes. There is no barrier” (Alem, 2002, 

pp. 31-32). Indeed, the name Noor itself adds to this enigmatic dilemma; translated as 

light, the name Noor is a genderless name and is assigned to both males and females in 

Arabian cultures.  

Besides that, Noor comprises other oppositional essences. Noor is described as 

half human/half animal, a shadow that appears on the wall but is also a light, as the name 
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suggests, and since Noor acts as the enlightenment in Fatma’s life. Noor is best to be 

regarded as a hybrid figure, neither human nor animal but possessing qualities of both 

sides; it is “the flag holder - or the lion or the snake” (Alem, 2002, p. 41). Noor has an 

animal appearance yet displays humane qualities like being compassionate and 

knowledgeable. Fatma asks Noor, “what are you? … Genni or human?” … “You keep 

trying to capture me,” Noor said, “to understand me according to the cages people invent 

when they set limits to themselves. Man, woman. Old, young. Human, genni…” (Alem, 

2002, p. 42). Beyond empirical understanding of things, Noor exposes the limitation of 

human thought that fails to understand what is beyond the physical world. The 

construction of Noor’s character appears to show that gender is socially constructed, or 

imposed. In this statement, and via Noor’s tongue, the narrative gently dissolves the 

dichotomy of male/female and human/non-human. Thus, the feminine voice in the 

narrative not only questions dualistic modes of thoughts but also subverts them.  

Another feature of Fatma and Women is that they speak of collective rather than 

individual female voices. Collectivity is not only observed in the multiplicity and variety 

of female voices in the texts, but also in the idea of female communities. Collectivity is 

an inherited feature of magical realism as this tradition “tends to merge rather than 

separate different realms”; it is “emphasising relationship more strongly than 

individuation” (Faris, 2004, p. 178). On top of that, it has been a feature of women’s 

experiences in general and their way of writing. Faris (2004) and Lanser (1986) have 

discussed the idea of collectivity in women’s fictional writing. Lanser maintains that 

women’s narratives become “the voice through which the more global judgment of 

patriarchal practices is exercised” (350).  

This conception of collectivity reflects upon the status of being a woman in a 

male-dominant society. It is a tool of authority and power (as it speaks of a group not one, 

aiming to modify the condition of women being repressed), resistance (it responds to the 
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male-dominant discourse) and criticism (of patriarchal practices). Collectivity can be seen 

in the variation and multiplicity of female voices that represent the different experiences 

of women within these cultures, reflecting different truths and realities: the “communal 

female voice” (Faris, 2004, p. 177). It is also seen in the bond and connection between 

female characters. In Women, they meet in the garden and work as a group to uplift their 

lives and the space they live in. Even in the case of Fatma, she resorts to history and myth 

to connect with other women and get inspiration through that connection. Asayesh 

discusses the relationship between grandmothers and granddaughters in Fatma. She 

suggests that there is a continuity to this relationship and connection that transpires on 

different occasions. For example, Ibn Madhy, the ancient poet, appears to Fatma when 

she is travelling to Najran and acts “like a messenger from her grandmother, guides her 

in her trip to old Najran while others are sleeping” (Asayesh, 2017, p. 83). Also, Fatma 

forms a physical connection with her grandmother through the latter’s possessions. She 

inherited Shumla’s abaya and started to embroider her own story on this abaya: “Noor... 

took a great interest in every twist of the tale Fatma was telling with her embroidery” 

(Alem, 2002, p. 46), intensifying her connection with her grandmother through the act of 

narrating by embroidering on this abaya. Thus, we see physical (the abaya) and spiritual 

(the character of Ibn Madhy) bond to consolidate the idea of connectivity between female 

ancestries and their descendants, transmitting meanings of solace, guidance and 

protection.  

Female collectivity also promotes an idea of matriarchal as opposed to patriarchal 

order in which there is a female community governed by a leading woman, a gesture of 

defiance to patriarchal perception of a woman’s subordinate place in society. In Fatma, 

the women resort to their elderly Shumla for support and wisdom which makes her the 

matriarch of their community, as the narrative indicates: 
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Every morning she spread out her reddest carpet and held court to neighbouring 

women. One of the women volunteered to cook, another said she’d clean the house 

— anything to please this personage. Shumla told jokes, offered criticism, 

bestowed compliments, and in general drew out the best in the women. (Alem, 

2002, p. 7)  

When Shumla meets with her fellow women, the gathering turns to Shumla as an expert 

in love and other matters: “she kept a stash of magic cures under her bed. Whenever there 

was a problem with someone’s love life, the old dowager would sit down and mix her 

magical leaves…” ( Alem, 2002, p. 8). 

In Women, the protagonists escape their old lives and find solace in the garden, 

with Mrs. Farrokhlaqa, the owner of the garden, acting as their matriarch who welcomes 

them and takes care of them. In this she demonstrates a sense of responsibility, support 

and solidarity towards the other four women. In this female community, women worked 

together: “they renovated the house together. Farrokhlaqa… moved around giving orders 

and checking details” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 81); they discussed different matters like how 

to perform the marriage of Zarrinkolah and the gardener (Parsipur, 2004, p. 82) and how 

to help Farrokhlaqa become a social and political figure in their society (Parsipur, 2004, 

p. 83).  

 At certain points, there is a representation of a communal female force, especially 

over men that can be sensed from the depiction of certain female characters, which is not 

only celebrated but romanticised in these texts. The description of Shumla below 

illustrates:  

In the days when Shumla was a girl, when she herded sheep on the slopes of 

Mount Shummer, she used to stuff her headdress with flowers until it became a 

pillow of basil and red roses. The men of her tribe knew her as the Queen of the 
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Rowanberry Trees. The flowering of the red Rowanberries, they said, caused 

Shumla’s sap to rise and made her start looking around for her next husband. 

Every spring, like a Paschal lamb on its way to slaughter, a new man came to her. 

All the men dreamed about her, dreamed about taming her body and soul, and in 

their dreams, too - she was a civet cat, a wild, musky mongoose. (Alem, 2002, p. 

32) 

It is Shumla who is free, strong and sought by the weaker men here, the woman who acts 

on her sexual instincts and who exerts her will over her suitors, in earthy language linked 

to animality: “wild, musky mongoose”; the mongoose of course is known for its ability 

to defeat snakes, if we should seek sexual humour in the description too; and the seasons 

– “Every Spring” her “sap” rose, and nature took its/her course. 

In Women, Although Mahdokht has turned herself into a tree her sense of 

communicating and supporting other females is maintained. At one gathering in the 

garden, the crowd seems in chaos and out of control. To help the host Farrokhlaqa and 

the other women, Mahdokht, the tree, starts singing:  

As soon as the gardener left, singing could be heard in the garden. The guests fell 

silent, transfixed where they were. It was as if they were all encased in a drop of 

water the size of an ocean. Slowly seeping through the layers of the earth, the drop 

joined a myriad of elements at the earth’s inner core in a dance, a perpetual, 

harmonic movement with no beginning or end. It was simultaneously slow and 

rapid… at nightfall the tree stopped singing. The guests left the garden noiselessly, 

wordlessly, entranced by the song they had heard. (Parsipur, 2004, pp. 85-86) 

There could be no better example of the sense of structures melting and merging, of 

boundaries transcended, than in phrases such as “slowly seeping”, “myriad elements”, or 

“movement with no beginning or end”. This rich, lyrical description offers the magical 
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mergence of present and timelessness to comfort the beleaguered individual in the 

physical present. There seems to be a sensation of a communal female force in the above 

examples. Yet at the same time, both narratives acknowledge the reality of women’s 

normative roles in the domestic sphere, being controlled by the patriarch (the husband of 

Fatma) and (the brother of Munis) for example.  

The ideas of polyvocality, hybridity and collectivity reject the paradigm of a 

monologic discourse, showing a degree of contested and mixed sensibilities towards 

patriarchy and subverting the binary oppositions they initially set up.  

3.3.2 Temporality, Spatiality and Mythology 

Examining the configuration of temporal, spatial and mythical aspects not only 

shows the role they play in the progression of the narrative, but also sheds light on the 

relationship between the female characters and the time and space they live in, and how 

structural elements can articulate a sense of female sensibility towards patriarchy.  

To begin with, there can be seen certain patterns in Fatma and Women’s treatment 

of spatial settings which convey a sense of a female voice. With regard to the realist 

setting, each narrative takes place in two physical locations: Fatma in Mecca and Najran 

(Saudi Arabia) and Women in Tehran and the garden of Karaj (Iran). Both narratives 

demonstrate a notion of odyssey in that the female characters travel from Mecca and 

Tehran to Najran and Karaj respectively. In Fatma, the protagonist, following the 

instructions of her husband, travels with him to Najran for the purpose of exhibiting his 

snake collection. Likewise, the five female protagonists, in Women, leave Tehran and 

their destinies bring them together in the garden of Karaj. This voyage entails a multi-

layered transition, the transition from centre to periphery, modernity to medieval and 

materialism to spiritualism. Mecca and Tehran are portrayed as central, urban and 

modern, while Najran and Karaj are peripheral, rural and traditional.  
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The idea of the connection between women and space is extensively discussed in 

feminist criticism, most notably the idea of women’s place within public and domestic 

spheres. Faris (2004) argues that in magical realist narrative, the fictional domestic space 

is of utmost importance for the female character: “magical realist houses do not isolate 

their magic but instead provide focal points for its dispersal”, in that in them the magical 

“spreads into the world” (182). She also maintains that “fictional houses lend their female 

narratives spaces for the task of shamanistic healing that frequently forms part of magical 

realism’s program” (Faris, 2004, p. 182). In Fatma and Women, it is noticeable that a full 

range of fantastical occurrences transpire at the fictional dwellings. Nevertheless, Faris’s 

statement seems partially applicable as both narratives show a sense of odyssey from 

domestic space to what can be considered public, rural and remote sites, Najran and the 

garden of Karaj respectively. More importantly, and in opposition to Faris’s argument, 

the magical healing occurs in these respective sites. Therefore, enclosed spaces (i.e. 

homes), in both narratives, do not have that effect of “shamanistic healing”, while open 

spaces do.  

To elaborate, these natural spaces operate to revive the female characters, elevate 

their spirituality and accelerate their self-growth. Najran and Karaj are depicted as liminal 

spaces that the women turn to before transcending to other physical and metaphysical 

worlds. Since Najran and Karaj share similar qualities, both being rural and peripheral, 

these two sites are crucial to the progress of the narratives. Najran and the garden of Karaj 

function as transitional and safe havens for the female characters. Najran is an oasis in 

the middle of the desert and Karaj is a rural destination known for its beautiful gardens 

and moderate climate. 

 Indeed, Najran and the garden of Karaj are both significant spaces in the cultural 

contexts of Saudi Arabia and Iran respectively. Najran has a historical and religious 

significance that the narrative addresses. It is described in the fiction as “the dream city” 
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(Alem, 2002, p.73), “the kingdom of snakes” and “the ancient walled city that appeared 

in her [Fatma’s] dreams when she was only ten years old” (Alem, 2002, pp. 68-69). In 

Najran, the reader is introduced to historical events that occurred in this specific region. 

For instance, there is the tale of Thonawas: “The cruel king and his courtiers sat on their 

gold watching the martyrs burn. King Thonawas supervised every detail of the 

executions. He spared no-one - old people, children, animals, women - all were fuel for 

his great holocaust” (Alem, 2002, p. 116). The legendary tale reveals that Najran became 

known as the kingdom of snakes thereafter since “snakes sprouted” from the burning 

bodies (Alem, 2002, p. 116). Fatma undergoes a journey towards her ancestral origins in 

Najran and comes to know the history and legends of ancient South Arabia. She is also 

portrayed as having a strong connection with this type of nature. In there, she experiences 

feelings of love and belonging with Prince Taray who informs her that “in the desert, love 

is honoured. All you have to say is yes and everyone will bless our union” (Alem, 2002, 

p. 91).  Bliss has its spatial embodiment in these sites. 

Comparable to the historical significance of Najran in Arabian culture, the idea of 

the garden has spiritual and magical connotations in Persian philosophy: “the concept of 

the garden, as a mystical environment, has been central to the mystical literature in 

Persian and Islamic traditions, such as in the poetry of Hafez, Khayyam and Rumi where 

the garden is referred to as the space of ‘spiritual transcendence’” (Abbasi, 2018, p. 68). 

In Women, this space has varying degrees of effect on the female protagonists. Abbasi 

(2018) affirms that the female characters opted to live in the garden “to demand a new 

space and explore their feminine dimensions” (63). It seems that this space has an 

immense influence on Mahdokht and Zarrinkolah particularly since their magical 

transformation transpires in the garden. Indeed, the magical seems to be derived from the 

garden itself, in that Mahdokht feels love and connection with this nature, inspired by her 

feminine side, hence comes to the resolution that she must be unified with nature: “my 
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virginity is like a tree… maybe that’s why I am green… I am a tree… I must plant 

myself… Mahdokht decided to stay in the garden and plant herself at the beginning of 

winter” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 10).  

 Zarrinkolah, after waking up one day seeing all men headless, sees this as a sign. 

She decides to escape the brothel and, seeking cleanliness in a local bathhouse, she 

vigorously cleanses herself … “scrub every inch of her body… repeat the process three 

times” until her “skin was raw with excessive scrubbing as if blood was about to seep out 

of her pores”. She also performs ablutions and prays repeatedly, naked, on the spot 

(Parsipur, 2004, p. 63). These rituals indicate a new episode in her life as the realist facts 

of her life slide into the magical transcendent: “she felt as light as air, like a piece of straw 

being carried along by the wind” and she ultimately heads for the garden of Karaj 

(Parsipur, 2004, p. 63). In there, she experiences a spiritual journey, finds love in the 

garden and marries the gentle and wise gardener. Going further beyond realism, she also 

gives birth to a lily and her milk contributes to nourishing Mahdokht, the tree. Indeed, the 

magical side is accentuated in the garden as its purity is reflected in Zarrinkolah’s self-

transformation as she gradually becomes transparent during her pregnancy and as she 

gives birth to a lily-flower child. By the end of the narrative, both Zarrinkolah and her 

husband become smoke, mingling with space and time beyond their material bodies. 

Therefore, for the female protagonists, the garden symbolises a heavenly paradise, they 

find solace in the garden: “the garden also recalls many a paradise garden from Qur’anic 

and other traditional sources” (Wagner-Lawlor, 2013, p. 160).  

The garden of Karaj serves as an in-between space for the female characters, 

before they transcend into other physical and non-physical worlds: “a sort of place that 

lies outside all places and yet is actually localizable” (Leach, 1997, p. 351). In the 

narrative, it functions as a site for self-healing, detoxifying and self-growth and a place 

of freedom and separation from patriarchy: “a site of self-reflection for women’s nomadic 
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experience” (Abbasi, 2018, p. 72). Talattof goes farther to suggest that the garden is a 

“utopic space” since “women live together without men” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 152). I 

disagree with this feminist utopian assertion since the narrative indicates that there are 

men living in the garden alongside the women, the gardener, the two male maids and the 

countless number of men who come to the social gathering and parties held in the garden. 

Wagner-Lawlor (2013) cautions against falling into the trap of regarding Karaj as a 

female-only utopian space because this “misrepresents… the imperative to keep moving 

forward, not to settle in any space” (159). The idea of travelling and “moving forward”, 

according to Wagner-Lawlor, challenges this utopian perception. Moreover, the garden 

is not “a kind of all-woman Eden” (Massombagi). Women are “divided by their 

prejudices” (Wagner-Lawlor, 2013, p. 165): there is jealousy, hierarchy and isolation 

within the walls of this garden since they are “divided by boundaries of class, and the 

burden of human nature” (Massombagi, 2001).  

Besides the healing effect of the garden and its transitional functionality, it also 

offers a space for the female characters to improve their social and literary skills. Milani 

(1992) argues that “in the garden the women experience freedom through different 

activities: they turn it into a literary salon of a sort. They read each other’s poetry, offer 

criticism, exchange ideas, reinvent themselves, and break out of the prison they lived in” 

(196). It can be argued that Mrs. Farrokhlaqa is the only one who enjoys the social 

gatherings and literary activities since she aspires to gain prestige and position.  

While a pattern can be seen in the realist world of the characters in Fatma and 

Women, the configuration of the fantastical settings differs greatly. This entails a reading 

of the construction of time and space. Formally speaking, the narrative of Fatma opens 

by a flashback technique that Alem employs at the beginning of the narrative which 

functions to frame the narrative. The opening of the narrative shows Alem’s great interest 

in playing with the narrative’s temporal setting. Time goes in a circular motion; the 
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narrative starts with Fatma out in the streets and ends with it; in between this scene, there 

are two layers of temporalities, a realistic and a magical one. On the realist level, the 

narrative highlights Fatma’s real condition, being oppressed and imprisoned by her 

husband in the dwelling. It demonstrates the lengthy time of her confinement: “many 

winters and summers went by during which Fatma and Sajir said not a word to one 

another” (Alem, 2002, p. 66).  Her loneliness, isolation and detachment are accentuated 

as she spends twenty years of her marital life in this condition: “twenty years a wife… 

twenty years of marriage, twenty years in prison” (Alem, 2002, p. 2). 

However, Fatma’s sense of time is altered after her metamorphosis: now that she 

is not lonely anymore with her companion Noor and her snake subjects, time flows 

quickly: “a year went by, two years perhaps, or ten, time didn’t matter in Fatma’s world” 

(Alem, 2002, p. 30). Her entire time revolves around her mystical companion and with 

these creatures: “she was totally immersed in the snakes’ timekeeping: one turn of the tail 

might mean a lifetime, and a lifetime could be a blink at a flash of the great void they 

were able to see” (Alem, 2002, p. 30). It appears that the disparity between the (realist 

and magical) temporalities not only highlights how different the passage of time seems 

to be for her, but also the degree to which her life is altered from being lonely and 

detached to becoming more involved and connected as she immerses herself with Noor 

and the snakes. Additionally, Fatma marks temporal fluidity (the flow of time between 

past and present), thus disturbing our ordinary conception of time. Since time is not linear 

but circular and fluid, many events take place in Fatma’s metaphysical world. The 

narrative foregrounds layer upon layer of different spatial and temporal worlds occurring 

simultaneously in the tale. After her metamorphosis, “night was Fatma’s time to roam the 

reptile kingdoms, to travel through vast shadowy realms, to reach the unreachable, to 

capture the uncaptured” (Alem, 2002, p. 121).  



 

94 
 

The resort to the past contributes to constructing Fatma’s character whereby she 

evolves with the assistance of the magical intervention as employed in time, space and 

myth. When considering the spatial reference to Najran in the story, there is the 

incorporation of history and myth that highlights the significance of temporality for the 

progression of the narrative and the development of Fatma’s character: “the story in 

Najran becomes achronological, circular, eternal” (Al-Sharqi, 2016, p. 66). The process 

of Fatma’s metamorphosis is not narrated straightforwardly to the reader. Indeed, it 

involves a very complex process where the natural and the supernatural are interwoven 

to transform not only Fatma’s character but the temporal and spatial settings of the 

narrative. The phenomenal world is interrupted by a parallel world that can be described 

as metaphysical. Therefore, it is noticeable that the linear-chronological time frame in the 

phenomenal world is highly disrupted when the reader is introduced to the metaphysical 

realm of the tale.  

Whether Fatma’s mysterious journey does physically take place in the real world, 

as a form of magical or mystical experience, or is an imagined journey happening inside 

her head is a dilemma that is left open to the reader’s interpretation. This predicament is 

both inevitable and insoluble and thus is strongly innate to the practice of magical realism. 

Cook and Al-Sharqi advocate for a reading that assumes the hallucination and 

imagination of Fatma as an “inner imaginary space” (Al-Sharqi, 2016, p. 65). This 

uncertainty in interpretation is in fact a common feature of magical realist narratives.  

In contrast to Fatma, and what differentiates it from Women is the historical 

approach employed in the former. Even though magical realism is a mode of writing that 

is experimental by nature and a genre that does not abide by given rules, Parsipur, as a 

magical realist author, goes against this assumption in terms of structuring the novella. In 

this respect she follows a more traditional rather than experimental method. This 

conclusion is not only based on the way the narrative is structured, as explained earlier, 
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but also on its treatment of time. Unlike Fatma, time in Women is absolute, stable and 

realistic. The novella is set to take place in a fixed temporality, modern day Iran: for 

instance, there is a clear reference to the historical instability caused by the coup against 

Mohammad Mossadegh and there are multiple references to a specific date and time: “at 

four in the afternoon on August 7, 1953” (Parsipur, 2004, p.27). Also, time is 

chronological in the narrative, illustrated in the plot construction and the characters’ 

development in a sequential and linear way. Therefore, the focus is on spatial rather than 

temporal means since the five main characters are united in the garden of Karaj, which 

functions as a main premise in the narrative.  

There are also magical characters, especially in Fatma, who play important roles 

in the temporal and spatial shifts of the narrative. Noor, as a mystical creature, possesses 

transcendence and metaphysical characteristics; thus, Noor is the one who takes Fatma to 

the Netherland, a world beyond time and space. Noor serves as guardian, knowledge 

provider and a means of Fatma escaping brutal reality. This is clear when Noor tries to 

protect Fatma from being abused by her husband: “Noor drew a heavy curtain over her 

ears” (Alem, 2002, p. 46) so she would not listen to Sajir’s verbal and emotional 

abuse. Fatma’s quest of knowledge deepens as she comes to know Noor, the shadow. He 

takes her to different realms and informs her about the history of her ancestors through 

the art of storytelling. He opens her eyes to the past and she appears very connected to 

certain aspects of the history of the Arabian Peninsula. In this parallel universe, the 

boundaries of human/non-human, male/female, life/death, modern/ancient are blurred 

and thus subverted in the narrative. 

To conclude, the configuration of temporal, spatial and mythical aspects in the 

narratives reveal how these elements assist in articulating the female voice that represents 

women in a male-controlled setting. Most importantly is the realist and magical transition 

from one space to another that not only provides the female characters with a safe haven 
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that protects them from patriarchal repression but also helps in elevating their 

personalities.  

3.3.3 Metamorphosis and Transcendence of the Female Self 

Self-transformation, metamorphosis and transcendence are additional patterns 

that can be identified in both narratives, particularly when considering the 

characterisation of Fatma and Munis. Fatma and Women portray a sense of evolution that 

defies patriarchy and goes against its norms. By examining the characters of Fatma and 

Munis, I demonstrate that both are portrayed as alive, dynamic and political, and argue 

that despite the local cultural and geographical differences, women’s experience in these 

narratives are very similar if not identical. I also propose that the narratives suggest that 

seeking knowledge functions as a substantial source of legitimating power for women in 

these social contexts. 

At the beginning of both narratives, Fatma and Munis have been depicted as naïve 

and simple women who lack knowledge of themselves and their surroundings. Fatma 

moves to her husband’s house not knowing anything about him and his secret snake farm. 

The narrative constantly refers to this place as “the forbidden room…which she was 

forbidden [by her husband] to enter” (Alem, 2002, p. 15). This scenario is changed when 

“on the sixth day of her marriage, Fatma’s curiosity turned into an unruly demon. The 

next time her husband opened the door to the forbidden room, she slipped in behind him” 

(Alem, 2002, p. 16). It is then that she learns about the snake collection of her husband. 

The knowledge about the existence of such a place foregrounds a process of self-

transformation. This knowledge becomes hazardous for Fatma when the great black snake 

bites her during her sleep. In a realist narrative, this would mean the end of her life, yet 

in a magical realist one, it is the beginning of a journey towards gaining agency and 

power. Fatma wakes up from near death despite the wishes of her father and husband that 
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she dies: “both men were anxious for Fatma to die. No one was permitted to return from 

the terrible hell where blindness mated with death. The bride must die, otherwise she 

would turn into a freak, a changeling whose very existence would constitute an affront to 

nature. The men pooled their weakness and willed her to die” (Alem, 2002, p. 21).  

Since her revival from near death, she has become “no longer a girl but a seductive 

woman overflowing with life” (Alem, 2002, p. 23). Her body is transformed in that she 

has become a woman-snake, “the most dangerous kind of snake” (Alem, 2002, p. 23); 

and “she looked increasingly like a serpent - in the sleekness of her movements, the glow 

of her skin, and the cast of her eyes, which seemed to look inward at a secret world” 

(Alem, 2002, p. 107). Her body continued to change: “she was able to detect the heat of 

any approaching body” and “was able to pass through walls and travel some distance to 

locate things moving outside” (Alem, 2002, pp. 35-36). The impact of Fatma’s 

transformation is apparent in her ability to control the snakes her husband owns. She has 

a power over them which her husband lacks, even though he spent his whole life 

practising this skill. This suggests that unlike before, Fatma now exceeds her husband and 

holds power over him. Indeed, the narrative reveals that Sajir is in desperate need for her 

assistance in taming and milking the snakes, since, unlike him, they agree to her presence. 

Fatma is thus seen as a queen of this reptile kingdom: “she came to reign over a 

kaleidoscopic kingdom of poisons, danger, and surpassing, deathless beauty” (Alem, 

2002, p.28). What was once deemed destructive knowledge (knowing about the forbidden 

snake farm) seems now constructive in that it provides her with powerful tools. 

Like Fatma, Munis is portrayed as a simple and naïve woman. This image is 

further exacerbated by Faizeh’s observation of Munis: “for years Faizeh thought Munis 

stupid” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 18). Abbasi (2018) states that “the representation of women as 

ignorant and uneducated remained influential in Iranian feminist discourse” (63); but 

what is distinctive about the construction of Munis’s character is her curiosity and interest 
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to know more about life and the world she lives in. This becomes clear from the reader’s 

first encounter with her, sitting next to the radio, listening to the news and trying to know 

more about the political situation of the country at the time. Although she is confined by 

her brother inside the house because she is a woman, she manoeuvres to find different 

ways to overcome this confinement. For example, when her friend Faizeh comes to visit 

she enquires about the situation outside, particularly about a riot taking place in the streets 

of Tehran. Additionally, later in the narrative, when she arrives at the garden, she admits 

her naivety and shows her desire to change this reality: “I did not want to waste my life 

ignorant of transcendental truth. Of course, they say, ignorance is bliss, but I had decided 

to walk the path of enlightenment even if it meant suffering hardships” (Parsipur, 2004, 

p. 77). 

Munis’s desire to be knowledgeable is not shown only in relation to politics, but 

also in other matters of life. She is portrayed as lacking knowledge regarding sexuality, 

which is immensely emphasised in the narrative. This subject is, in fact, what triggers her 

to take action against the situation she lives in and thus her self-transformation begins. 

She is shocked when Faizeh informs her that virginity is a hole not a curtain, as she has 

always been told. Since gaining her knowledge about the exact form of virginity she felt 

like “something inside of her has broken” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 29) in that her innocence 

and naivety are broken with this knowledge. She is “filled with a cold rage” (Parsipur, 

2004, p. 29). She feels sorrow for the missed days of enjoyment in her childhood because 

of the fear of losing her virginity. This declaration leads to her death after she throws 

herself off the roof of her house. However, and because there is a potential set for her, her 

life is not finally ended by this attempt.  

Like Fatma, magical realism intervenes to revive her from death. Indeed, 

resurrection is more compelling in Women than in Fatma because Munis dies and revives 

from death twice. Each one of these incidents marks a degree of an immediate self-
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transformation, in that she experiences a continuous process of transformation. After the 

first revival, she does not accept her fate being imprisoned inside her family’s house, and 

“then Munis left and spent a month walking the streets” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 31). She sets 

her feet wandering in the city, observing what is around her and eventually deciding to 

read a book about sexuality entitled ‘The Secret of Sexual Satisfaction or How to Know 

Our Bodies’ (Parsipur, 2004, p. 32). Reading and acquiring knowledge about a taboo 

subject seems to be the climax of her first revival because after this knowledge, Munis is 

portrayed to be instantly grown up: after this experience “the trees and sunshine and 

streets all had new meanings for her. She had grown up”; she muses that: “I’m not the 

same person that I was before. Now I know a lot” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 33). She stops 

escaping and takes responsibility for her own life and the decisions she makes. She thus 

goes home and faces her brother who accuses her of shaming their family, due to her 

absence for a whole month. Her brother, symbolising patriarchy, is unable to tolerate her 

defiance and stabs her with a knife. Munis is yet destined to die a second time: “Munis 

said good-bye to life for the second time” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 34).  

When she is resurrected after her second death, her self-transformation is stronger 

and more powerful: “I died and was reborn twice. Now I see things differently” (Parsipur, 

2004, p. 100). This time, she is shown to have obtained a supernatural power in her ability 

to read minds. Like the previous time, she decides to face her brother, but this time she 

not only denies his accusations and emphasises her innocence, but also mocks him on his 

wedding night and reveals how foolish he is to marry a girl because of her apparent 

chastity: she discloses that his bride is not a virgin as he expected. In so doing, she shows 

how appearance can be misleading since he decided to marry this girl only because she 

seems a modest girl when she is not.  

It can be inferred that Munis’s action perpetuates patriarchal ideologies about 

women’s virginity. Nevertheless, I suggest that she uses the same patriarchal discourse 
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only for the sake of exposing how foolish this system is and to demonstrate how ill-

minded her brother is. This conclusion is also based on her attempts at indoctrinating her 

brother about how to treat his wife after this shocking discovery. Indeed, she warns her 

brother against harming his wife: “you will have to get along with this woman. If you so 

much as raise your hand against her, I’ll devour you in one bite. Understand” (Parsipur, 

2004, p. 51). Amir’s response proves this point, as he “nodded his head like a goat in a 

flock” (Parsipur, 2004, p. 51). This incident implies that not only does she become 

stronger in defending herself, but that she is also politically active in her feminist quest 

to police the men around her from misusing their masculine authority to abuse their 

wives.  In addition, she plans to depart from her family’s house as she realises that she 

has a passion for travelling and learning more about this world. Although she admits how 

hard it is for a woman to travel alone, she decides to undertake this adventure: 

Unfortunately, this is not a good time for a woman to travel alone. She has to be 

invisible to travel, or just stay at home. I can’t stay home any longer, but because 

I am a woman, I must stay home somewhere. I can make a little progress, then get 

stuck in a house, then go a little further, and get stuck in another house. At this 

rate I might be able to go around the world at a snail’s pace. (Parsipur, 2004, p. 

99)  

She thus starts her journey and stops firstly at the garden of Karaj. 

It is important to closely examine the role of the fantastical in the self- 

transformation of the two protagonists. The notions of self-transformation and 

metamorphosis are intertwined in the case of Fatma and Munis, in that personal 

development is only secured after their supernatural metamorphosis - Fatma’s 

resurrection and metamorphosis into a serpent woman, and Munis’s into a woman who 

has the ability to read minds. There is a continuous construction and reconstruction of the 
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identities of the two protagonists which shows a need to adapt to their repressing 

conditions and find ways to overcome them. Most notable is the confinement which is 

enforced on them by patriarchal family members, Fatma’s husband and Munis’s brother.  

The underlying structure of patriarchal practices in both contexts has an immense 

implication for the physical and psychological wellbeing of women. Since they are 

suppressed in a society where power is exclusively practised by men, the employment of 

the fantastic elevates these women and provides them with the necessary tools to 

transcend the limitations imposed on them - thus the importance of magical realism in 

this context.  In the two narratives, both Fatma and Munis are suppressed and confined 

and they are depicted in a constant endeavour to defy their confinement. The knowledge 

about the snakes and the reality of a woman’s sexuality foregrounds a cycle of self-

transformation and metamorphosis that ultimately leads to Fatma and Munis’s 

transcendence from their phenomenal world.   

Their metamorphosis also highlights issues of embodiment in relation to the 

female body. Fatma’s character, as a snake-woman, reveals that sometimes the feminine 

side seems to be overwhelming and at other times the animal side prevails. In most cases 

she is a fusion of both. On one hand, this highlights the predicament of being purely a 

female: “living out the complex nature of a female person with her desires, aspirations 

and social constraints has made her into a hybrid being” (Faris, 2004, p. 189). It also 

shows the fluidity of her female body and its need to adapt to its surroundings, as Faris 

(2004) states that the female body “pictures the difference within as a fluid and dynamic 

entity” (173). The female body in Fatma is portrayed as an entrance to other universes: 

“the female body as a bridge to the beyond” (Faris, 2004, p. 181). In the narrative, Fatma’s 

body is able to enter metaphysical realms: “your eyebrows, your lips, your navel - they 

are all doors to The Invisible” (Alem, 2002, p. 47).  
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Moreover, the employment of snakes, in particular, is significant as they have 

strong cultural correlation with women. Al-Sudairy (2013) explains that the narrative of 

Fatma “plays on a cultural string that connects the woman with the serpent and the devil” 

(55). This is apparent not only in Fatma’s attainment of snake-like qualities, inscribed in 

her body and senses, but also in the eyes of her husband as he grows to be fearful of her. 

Sajir claims that Fatma is poisoning the place and that she is a curse because she is 

possessed by the jinn. He feels frightened and threatened by her, emphasising the shift in 

the dynamic of power in their marital relationship. Sajir, who is introduced in the narrative 

as a powerful and cruel husband, is now powerless. In fact, on many occasions, he feels 

physically ill when around her although at the same time he desires her. The musk 

perfume that her body diffuses makes him feel sick, the scene of the blue line that 

suddenly appears from her chin down to her pubic area frightens him. In essence, her 

female body, with all of the mysterious metamorphosis it is undergoing, is a threat to his 

masculinity which ultimately undermines his authority over her that was based on nothing 

more than those biological differences.  

In Fatma, by the end of the narrative, Sajir throws her out of their marriage house 

without any defence or defiance from her side. After she is thrown out of her husband’s 

house, she appears to have died physically but her soul transcends her body and ascends 

to the sky: “I’m going to a world where I’ll be able to show my true face… part of me 

has gone on ahead to the invisible world. I can be myself. I can be truly alive” (Alem, 

2002, p. 145).   

Similarly to Fatma, Munis “turned around in the blink of an eye and flew off into 

the sky. A black wind blew her away. She found herself in an endless desert. Seven years 

passed, during which she passed through seven deserts. She was tired and thin, and had 

lost hope. She became filled with experience… after seven years she arrived at the city. 

She washed herself, put on a clean dress, and became a simple schoolteacher” (Parsipur, 
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2004, p. 128). Rahimieh (1992) states that “female characters whose bodies vanish into 

thin air or abandon their human shape, indicates a need to take women’s bodies out of the 

clutches of patriarchy at once obsessed with and terrified by female sexuality” (111). The 

endings of both narratives leave the reader to wonder whether there is a sense of resolution 

that transpires through the imagery of transcendence, or rather the absence of any possible 

resolution? Meaning that earthly potentials are not possible for women and that they need 

to ascend to heavenly realms and disappear from this physical world. One might find this 

a rather grim conclusion for the seemingly positive subversion the magical portion of 

narrative implies, but we are examining thought, emotion and literature, not political 

activism. As imaginative narrative, the imaginative openness built into the form is the 

interestingly provocative point. The uncertain endings can be viewed as an 

unconventional technique employed by the two authors. As magical realist texts, they 

undermine a conventional ending (real and possible resolution) in favour of an open 

ending (magical and ambiguous). It might also suggest uncomfortably that “the ability to 

solve problems or achieve goals is restricted to privileging one gender above another” (E. 

Page, 2003, p. 46). In their attempt to defy patriarchy, the characters no longer belong to 

this mundane world because a realist resolution is not possible. Hence, the transcendence 

functions to provide an alternative sense of shareable imaginative space for women who 

otherwise cannot progress in real life. 

3.4 Conclusion 

This chapter examined the fictional works Fatma by the Saudi female writer Raja 

Alem and Women Without Men by the Iranian Shahrnush Parsipur as works that largely 

engage with women’s matters in their respective cultural contexts. Keeping with the 

thesis’s position of considering magical realism a mode of writing that represents 

marginalised groups for subversive reasons, this chapter investigated the representation 

of women as a gendered group in these narratives. An examination of similarities and 
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differences in the two narratives reveals resemblance in the marginalisation of the female 

sex across cultures. There can be seen patterns of recurrence in the narratives, particularly 

in relation to the construction of the female characters and how the fictional space and 

time are appropriated to comment on social, historical and political dimensions.  

It also demonstrates how magical realism enables female authors to express the 

female voice by addressing women’s issues in a patriarchal society. Magical realism in 

these narratives challenges and undermines patriarchy as a dominant ideology through 

implementation of the female voice that depicts women’s experience of knowing and 

being. The characters’ transformation is exhibited by magical intervention which seems 

to be unattainable in an otherwise realist mode. While this seems to be a form of escapism 

into a dreamland where all forbidden matters become permissible, the ending of both 

novels suggests otherwise. Also, there can be seen a disparity in the composition of 

characters who have experienced magical intervention and those who are purely realistic; 

the former are dynamic and defiant of their repression while the latter are static and 

compliant with their condition under a male-controlled setting.  

Fatma’s double-voiced discourse of past/present, empowered/oppressed in its 

representation of Fatma and Shumla confirms that this is a narrative of resistance and 

resilience but that it also shows considerable female inner power. Women engages with 

ideas of sexuality and represents the double-voiced discourse of dominant and muted 

groups through the construction of its five female characters. Parsipur’s fiction is entitled 

Women Without Men, which could be seen as a radical feminist stance, yet the ending 

disavows this idea as the female characters leave their feminine place with three of them 

being married. As Hanaway (1999) states: “Parsipur navigates skilfully between the 

extremes of mainstream discourse and overt opposition and ranges about in the no-man’s 

land between the two… keeping [the text] in the disputed territory between tract and 

trance” (588). 
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Both narratives, therefore, follow a moderate stance in their portrayal of women’s 

experiences. It has been established in the critical literature that the incorporation of the 

magical in both texts functions as a means of escaping repressive reality and providing 

women with the necessary tools to transcend social constraints. It is apparent in the 

analysis that it also conveys notions of female defiance, transgression and highlighting 

structures of female power.  
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 MAGIC AND ETHNICITY 

SPEAKING THE UNSPEAKABLE IN ELIF SHAFAK’S THE BASTARD OF 

ISTANBUL AND GINA B. NAHAI’S MOONLIGHT ON THE AVENUE OF FAITH 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter examines the relationship between magical realism as a narrative 

mode and the portrayal of ethnic minorities in the Middle East. Elif Shafak’s The Bastard 

of Istanbul and Gina B. Nahai’s Moonlight on the Avenue of Faith engage with the good, 

the bad and the ugly tales of Armenians and Iranian Jews in Turkey and Iran respectively. 

By comparing the two narratives, I demonstrate that magical realism represents marginal 

perspectives, ethnic minority groups in this case. As a site of resistance and as a disruptive 

tool, it challenges and subverts the ideology of the dominant culture that marginalises 

minorities. In the selected works, magical realism is created by drawing on Middle 

Eastern mythology and superstition, the traditional art of storytelling and the insertion of 

fantastical elements.  

Generally speaking, magical realist fiction is viewed as an aesthetic practice as 

well as a political tool. Many studies consider either one or both sides when exploring 

this narrative mode. It has been established in this study that magical realism integrates 

poetics of postmodernism such as fragmentation, polyvocality, devocalisation, 

metafiction, intertextuality and storytelling,7 and a number of these techniques can be 

found in the narratives under scrutiny. As with the political side of magical realism, it can 

be perceived as a postcolonial device, serving a decolonising purpose. Homi Bhabha 

(2013) believes that magical realism is “the literary language of the emergent postcolonial 

world” (6). Theories of postcolonialism are frequently linked to themes of identity 

 

7   Chapter one discusses how magical realism is placed within the configuration of postmodernism. 
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formation, cultural memory, migration and exile, the subjugation of the minority for being 

different to the mainstream, as the Other who is defined as an inferior social group.  

Since magical realism is a hybrid mode encompassing “two opposing discursive 

systems”, “it corresponds to the postcolonial subject suspended between two or more 

cultural systems” (Siemon, 2020, p. 409). In this instance, it operates from an ethnic 

minority position that is trapped between two cultural systems (Armenian/Turkish) in The 

Bastard and Iranian (Jewish/Muslims) in Moonlight. In other words, magical realism 

functions as a site of conflicting ideologies, and thus exposes the unjust relationship 

between majority-dominant social groups on the one hand and minority-subordinate ones 

on the other. The formers in each pairing hold power over the latter who are oppressed 

because of their subordinate status.  

For the purpose of this study, I examine the use of magical realism focusing on its 

aesthetic and political sides. In addition to that, I draw a distinction between the two 

novels regarding their use of mythology, another dimension that is equally important, 

especially in the Middle Eastern context. In essence, this chapter asks how these magical 

realist narratives are constructed. What is the role of mythology in implementing magic? 

How do they represent ethnic minorities in this geographical context? I answer these 

questions in the analysis and discussion section. 

The Bastard of Istanbul by Elif Shafak was firstly published in 2006 and tells the 

story of two multi-generational families - the Turkish Kazancıs in Turkey and the 

Armenian Tchakhmakhchians in America. The main characters who connect the two 

families are nineteen-year-old Asya Kazancı, the bastard of the title, who lives in Istanbul 

with her great-grandmother, grandmother, mother and her three aunties; and twenty-one-

year-old Armanoush Tchakhmakhchian, who lives with her American mother and 
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Turkish stepfather in Arizona and frequently visits her Armenian father and his extended 

family in San Francisco.  

The story begins in Istanbul with Asya’s mother, Zeliha who failed to have an 

abortion. Meanwhile in Arizona, Armanoush’s mother Rose is recently separated from 

her Armenian husband and has started a new relationship with Mustafa, a Turk who turns 

out to be the father of Asya from the incestuous rape of his sister Zeliha. The narrative is 

then fast-forwarded nineteen years with Asya and Armanoush as young women feeling 

unsatisfied with their own lives and suffocated by their extended families. Armanoush 

secretly travels to Istanbul to know more about the traumatic history of her Armenian 

ancestry. She stays with the Kazancıs and forms a strong bond with Asya. Asya’s auntie 

Banu is a soothsayer who is able to communicate with two jinn named Mrs. Sweet and 

Mr. Bitter. The latter is a gullaybani, a powerful jinni, who uncovers the shocking details 

about the Armenian deportation and genocide and reveals the connection between the two 

families. There appears to be a history tying the two families together through the 

grandmother Shusha who witnessed the Armenian Genocide.  

Moonlight on the Avenue of Faith by Gina B. Nahai was published in 1999 and 

tells the complicated story of Roxanna the Angel and many generations of her Jewish 

family in Iran. It begins in the Jewish ghetto in Tehran in 1938 and although the main 

protagonist of the narrative is Roxanna, the story begins a long time before she is born. 

One of her female ancestors has cursed the lineal descendants with a shameful act. On 

Yom Kippur day in the year 1800, she appeared naked at a religious gathering run by her 

husband, the leading rabbi of the Jewish ghetto, and vanished without any trace. In every 

generation after that, there is at least one female member who brings shame to this family 

by their waywardness.   
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With regard to Roxanna, she sprouts wings and flies away twice. One time when 

she is a little girl to save her life after her mother threw her off the roof in an attempt to 

kill her, in fear that she will bring shame on them. The other time is after being imprisoned 

in her in-law’s house after her infidelity with her father-in-law. This time, she leaves her 

five-year-old daughter, Lili, who witnessed the disappearance of her mother and has been 

waiting for her return. After twelve years of absence, mother and daughter are finally 

reunited in Los Angeles but in abnormal circumstances. Roxanna the Angel has gained 

hundreds of pounds and is becoming enormous; and her body is filled with a peculiar 

fluid that is killing her.  

This chapter is organised as follows: it firstly explores the concept of ethnicity 

and provides a brief historical context regarding the status of Armenians and Iranian Jews 

in the Middle East. It then reviews the existing literature on the selected texts and 

highlights the influence of the authors’ cultural backgrounds, descending from a Middle 

Eastern tradition, on their practice of magical realism. Next is the textual analysis and 

contextual discussion of the selected works, which is approached from three main strands; 

firstly, I investigate the poetics and aesthetics and the ways in which the narrative is 

constructed, which will underline how the magical is employed in the narrative to convey 

the minority perspective; secondly, I explore the ways in which I consider regional 

magical and mythical elements to be the main sources of the magical element; thirdly, I 

outline the political dimension of employing magical realism, in that it highlights the need 

for preserving history and cultural memory which are essential to the construction of 

ethnic identity. I argue that magical realism offers a site of resistance to dominant 

ideology via exposing historical atrocities practised against the ethnic minority. Overall, 

this chapter follows a close reading of the texts and considers the viewpoint of the ethnic 

minority as an approach to understand the status of these groups as portrayed in the 
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narratives under analysis. Therefore, a combination of textual and contextual readings of 

the narratives is applied.   

4.2 Being on the ‘Margins of Society’:  

Since The Bastard and Moonlight represent ethnic minorities in the Middle East, 

it is helpful to firstly define ethnicity and then provide a brief historical context regarding 

the place and condition of Armenians in Turkey and Iranian Jews in Iran. The term 

‘ethnicity’ is considered at times from a socio-biological basis in that biological factors 

and attributes of kinship are basic to the formation of ethnicity (Kellas, 1991; van den 

Berghe, 1978); others add further dimensions like psychology, present in the sense of 

belonging and social self-defining that lead to a formation of ethnic group identity or a 

lack of one (Jones, 1997). As can be seen, other terms have developed in correlation with 

ethnicity such as ethnic group, ethnic minority and ethnic identity. An ethnic group is 

identified as “any group of people who set themselves apart and/or are set apart by others 

with whom they interact or co-exist on the basis of their perceptions of cultural 

differentiation and/or common ancestry” (Jones, 1997, p. xiii). The linguistic, social and 

religious differences of minority ethnic groups may result in their marginality in society, 

hence, ethnic minorities “are subject to economic, social and political subordination by 

the categorizations of the dominant society” (Jones, 1997, p. 63). Also, ethnic minorities 

have a strong sense of identity that brings the group together. The dominant/subordinate 

paradigm refers to the relationship between major and minor social groups, in that 

“minority and marginal subgroups at the edges of society groups [are] expected to 

assimilate, to disappear, to continue as survivals, exotic or troublesome — to major 

elements of society” (Glazer and Moynihan, 1975, p. 5). This statement identifies some 

of the major issues ethnic minority groups face in their relationship with dominant social 

groups, as will be demonstrated in due course.  
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Both Christian Armenians and Iranian Jews are simultaneously identified as 

ethnic and religious groups. But in this chapter, I choose to use the term ethnicity because 

religion is one element that defines an ethnic group besides other cultural elements like 

language, as Amanolahi (2005) states: that Iranian Jews are an ethnic group because 

“religion and language are the most important factors responsible for ethnic identity in 

Iran” (39). Similarly, Armenians are considered “a nation that had specific characteristics, 

mainly a common language and religion… these aspects shaped the Armenian ‘identity’” 

(Holslag, 2018, p. 20). Because Armenians and Iranian Jews are considered minorities, 

they have been treated as inferior in their relationship with Turkish and Muslim Persians 

who form the majority social groups, as Tsadik (2007) explains: “Jews, like other 

religious minorities, were regarded as second-class subjects” (2).  

With regards to Iranian Jews, they have been living in Persia for over 2,500 years 

(Mirakhor, 2016, p. 57). The novel’s timeframe extends from the late eighteenth century 

to the 1980s, covering three historical periods. During this time, Iran witnessed the rise 

and fall of the Qajar (1796–1925) and the Pahlavi (1925–1979) dynasties and the 

establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979. The conditions of Iranian Jews 

varied from one era to another depending on the ruler’s perception of them and the 

implementation of social order. At times, Iranian Jews lived in peace and prospered and 

at others they were supressed and persecuted, but they “continued to suffer from 

occasional persecution and mistreatment as well as a major famine” (Tsadik, 2007, p. 3). 

The main areas they lived in are Tehran, Isfahan and Hamadan but smaller communities 

can be found in other locations in Iran (Tsadik, 2007, p. 5). At the present, statistics show 

that only a small percentage of Iranian Jews live in Iran, ranging from 17,000 to 30,000. 

The majority have migrated to the West, mainly the US or Israel (Tsadik, 2007, pp. 1-5; 

Mirakhor, 2016, p. 57).  
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Armenians are an ethnic group indigenous to Armenia, located in the region of 

Eurasia on the border between Eastern Europe and Western Asia (Holslag, 2018, p. 21). 

In 1915, the Ottoman Empire was held responsible for the deportation and extermination 

of Armenians in what has become known as the Armenian Genocide. The events of 1915 

led to the Great Diaspora in reference to “the forced deportations of Armenians from 

Turkey between 1915 and 1917 and the migration that followed” (Holslag, 2018, p. 60). 

Nowadays, the Armenian diaspora, around 1.4 million Armenians, live in different parts 

of the world, mainly in the West, (Holslag, 2018, p. 63). Like Iranian Jews, a large 

community of them reside in the United States of America. 

The numbers of Armenians and Iranian Jews in exile and diaspora are high. In 

fact, both novelists have themselves experienced being in the diaspora. Gina B.  Nahai’s 

family migrated to the United States when she was a child shortly before the eruption of 

the Iranian Revolution and have never returned to Iran since. Elif Shafak lived most of 

her life in diaspora, moving from one country to another. When she came to Turkey after 

publishing The Bastard, she was persecuted because of addressing the provocative subject 

of the Armenian genocide under the charge of “insulting Turkishness” (Park, 2012, p. 

162). Thus, both authors have explored the theme of the ethnic minority and diaspora in 

their novels, expanded on their roots and touched upon their personal experiences of being 

in diaspora. Their fictional works become a site of historical and political accounts of 

Armenians in Turkey and Jews in Iran. Nahai’s writing is significant because she “was 

the first writer who had depicted Iranian Jews as the central focus in Iran and later the 

United States” (Mirakhor, 2016, p. 58). The idea of being torn between two zones 

(America and Iran, or America and Turkey) is also reflected in both texts. The novels take 

place in different locations stretching from the Jewish Ghetto in Tehran to Los Angeles 

and from the little Cafe Kundera in Istanbul to San Francisco. Moreover, and due to their 

cultural heritage and upbringing in the West, Shafak and Nahai have been influenced by 
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tales of magic and superstition but base their magical tales in a realist world, mixing and 

mingling Middle Eastern mystical tradition with Western realist narrative.   

The Bastard of Istanbul has been studied from various critical angles. In “Female 

Historiography”, Baktir and Demir discuss how the narrative questions and subverts 

patriarchal perceptions of history via the use of multi-vocal female narrators to expose 

Armenian-Turk conflict: “through parody, intertextuality and polyphony, Shafak 

relocates and questions the objectivity of history. She mingles fact and fiction in The 

Bastard of Istanbul based on postmodern and feminist readings of history as his/story” 

(Baktir & Demir, 2014, p. 120). In Supernatural Literature (2017), Shafak and Magno 

provide an historical and literary overview of the novel and its author, shedding light on 

the supernatural elements in it. Gürel’s study “Sing, O Djinn!” (2009) discusses how 

history, memory and folklore unite to form a narrative of uncertain truths regarding the 

Armenian genocide. She argues that the existence of jinn in Turkish narrative reveals a 

disparity between Islamic and secular traditions in the real world and in fiction; one is 

affirming and the other denying. As a magical realist novel, it is “fluctuating between two 

opposing epistemologies: the realist, rational, empirical order of Kemalist Westernism 

and the magical, sacred, invisible order of popular Islam” (Gürel, 2009, p. 71).  

Moonlight on the Avenue of Faith has received little critical attention in 

comparison with The Bastard. In “Moonlit revelations” (2006), Free reads the novel to 

be an example of “the discourse of the end”: by examining ideas such as apocalyptic 

revelation “it reveals the future according to the prophecy each mother makes about her 

granddaughter, that will bring ruin and damnation to her family” (36); by establishing a 

connection between prophecy and the end, she provides examples of prophecy that are 

marked by fear and danger: the fear that this girl is only to bring misfortune. She 

demonstrates that there is a sense of an inescapable end and apocalypse throughout the 

narrative. Gómez-Vega’s essay “Flying to Save Her Life” (2013) explores the narrative 
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as an example of moments of magical realism in American ethnic literature. It also argues 

that the novel foregrounds ideas of feminism and exposes the conditions of female Iranian 

Jews.  

While the reviewed literature brings on constructive arguments regarding the 

representation of Armenians and Iranian Jews, they do not place the two groups together 

under one theoretical framework. This chapter contributes to the knowledge by 

comparing their use of magical realism as a critical tool that permits them to represent 

ethnic minorities in the two works.  

4.3 The Minority Perspective in The Bastard and Moonlight  

This section aims to answer the questions raised earlier in this chapter. To 

accomplish that, I compare and contrast The Bastard and Moonlight, investigating the use 

of narrative devices including the process of storytelling; the link between myth and 

magic and their role in resolving historical and fictional mysteries; and critique historical, 

social and political aspects on the lives of the Armenians and Iranian Jews. The Bastard 

asserts multiple realities exhibited in the conflict between acknowledging and denying 

the Armenian genocide; while Moonlight engages with the idea of dominants and 

subordinates, Iranian Jews being identified with the latter group.  

4.3.1 Narrativity and Storytelling  

The Bastard and Moonlight can be regarded as postmodern narratives not only in 

their deployment of magical realism but also in their implementation of various 

techniques that correspond with the aesthetics of postmodernism. To understand these 

elements and how they contribute to the representation of ethnic and religious minorities 

in the Middle East, I examine how both narratives are constructed and the role of magical 

realism in each; I review the narrative structure, the method of narration and various 

literary devices.  
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With regards to The Bastard, the novel comes in at 368 pages and is divided into 

eighteen chapters8, each named after an ingredient of the Turkish dessert ashure (așure 

in Turkish) or Noah’s pudding9 which is served on the Day of Ashura, the tenth of 

Muharram. The significance of this dish comes from its diverse ingredients (including 

nuts, fruits and grains) and that it brings people together to share it in celebration of the 

Day of Ashura. It is a “symbol of continuity and stability, the epitome of the good days 

to come after each storm, no matter how frightening the storm had been” (Shafak, 2008, 

p. 101); it also has “to be cooked abundantly, each bowl an epitome of survival, solidarity, 

and cornucopia” (Shafak, 2008, p. 106). On the one hand, this statement reflects the 

legend of Noah’s ark, safely landing after enduring the Great Flood. On the other, it 

encourages reaching a resolution and conveys a sense of harmony between Turks and 

Armenians, particularly since ashure is served in both Turkish and Armenian cultures.  

The narrative moves forward nineteen years in what can be regarded as a literary 

ellipsis, a narrative technique applied to omit what is unnecessary. In the first chapter, the 

reader is introduced to Zeliha in Istanbul and Rose in Arizona. In the second chapter, the 

narrative is fast-forwarded to Asya and Armanoush, daughters of Zeliha and Rose 

respectively as young women in their early twenties, revealing the 19-year narrative gap 

which seems to disrupt temporal progression. It can be inferred, however, that what 

happened during this elapsed time is of no significance to the development of the plot, 

but what comes after is crucial.  

Moonlight comes in at 374 pages and is divided into two main parts, named after 

the main protagonists, Lili and Roxanna. The first section, which comprises most of the 

 

8 See Appendix B. 
9 The ingredients that are the titles of the chapters are: cinnamon, chickpeas, sugar, toasted hazelnuts, 
vanilla, pistachios, wheat, pine nuts, peeled oranges, almonds, dry apricots, pomegranate grains, dry figs, 
water, sultana raisins, rose water, white rice and ... potassium cyanide. 
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narrative, is divided into four chapters: The Ghetto 1938, The City 1956, The Exile 1971, 

The Land of Choices and Chances 197210. Each chapter covers a specific temporal and 

spatial setting, beginning in the Jewish ghetto in Iran and ending in Los Angeles in 

America. At times it conforms to a unity of time and space and at others a temporal and 

spatial fluidity prevails. 

Within the first part of the novel, there are multiple narrative voices, primarily a 

mixture of first- and third-person narrative modes. The incorporation of multiple narrative 

voices links the magical realist text to postmodernism, as Faris (1995) states: “unity of 

point of view… [is] also often disrupted by the postmodern fictional strategies of magical 

realist texts (181). The method of narration frequently shifts from first-person to third 

person and vice versa, showing the different settings of the novel and revealing its 

complex, intertwined and fragmented nature. The first-person narrator is Lili who lives 

in Los Angeles and the third-person narrator is an omniscient one who is unknown to the 

reader and who tells the story of Lili’s family in Tehran. At multiple times, the flow of 

the omniscient narrative is interrupted by Lili’s utterance, addressing readers in first-

person perspective: “like my mother, I would be raised alone…etc” (Nahai, 2000, p. 123). 

There seems to be a touch of melancholy in her narrative voice as she appears to be 

tremendously affected by her mother’s disappearance and absence: “I had been there, 

behind her. As she vanished into the sky, I spent the rest of my childhood waiting for 

Roxanna to come back” (Nahai, 2000, p. 5). 

The omniscient narrator provides the accounts of different characters in Tehran 

(Fraulein, Miriam, Khodada and others).  The narrative hints to the possibility that one of 

the characters performs this role, Lili states: “Miriam the Moon tells me my mother’s 

story” (Nahai, 2000, p. 6), but there are many questions that arise with this assertion. How 

 

10 See Appendix C. 
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does Miriam know about what happened to Roxanna while she is in exile in Istanbul? 

This suggests another interpretation: that the narrator is omniscient, and that Miriam 

contributes to the narrative just as Lili and Roxanna contribute too. Hence, the narrative 

presents different voices and perspectives and even though it consists of two parts, it 

presents three different voices. In the brief second part of the novel, there is only 

Roxanna’s first-person voice. It is interesting to note that while the narrative is mainly 

concerned with Roxanna’s tale, her own voice is presented lastly and only briefly. Her 

story is told by others, her daughter Lili, her sister Miriam and the omniscient narrator.  

Furthermore, Moonlight can be regarded as Bildungsroman in the way it narrates 

Roxanna’s story from childhood to adulthood and beyond, with special attention to her 

physical and psychological development. It follows Roxanna as a child when she is born, 

her miraculous birth: “the day and night altered” so that “the sun came up at seven in the 

evening, and from that day on, the order of day and night changed forever in the Tehran 

ghetto” (Nahai, 2000, p. 26); her mother’s attempts to kill her; and giving her up to be 

raised by another woman, Alexandra the Cat. It features her as an adult, leaving the ghetto 

to Tehran, marrying Sohrab and flying away from her in-laws’ house. There is a sense of 

journey, of physical and psychological movement from one place to another which is 

presented in a chronological order. Roxanna’s journey and struggle reflects upon and 

addresses the struggle of the Iranian Jews to fit into Iranian society and to belong in the 

twentieth century. Indeed, the novel addresses certain historical facts such as the 1979 

Iranian Revolution, which affected the lives of Iranian Jews in Iran and led to mass 

migration and exile, a theme explored in the narrative. There is a sense of exile, not 

belonging and a journey from small to big spaces. In between these spaces, at times there 

seems to be a sense of continuity and at others there is a feeling of discontinuity; we 

encounter the “(dis)continuities of Iranian Jewish experience across continents and 

temporal spaces” (Mirakhor, 2016, p. 66).  
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Going back to The Bastard and its narrative of the tradition of ashure, which 

foregrounds a magical dimension detected in the art of storytelling. The narrative mode 

of magical realism reflects upon the oral tradition of storytelling; as Faris (1995) observes 

that magical realist fictions “affirm the magic of the storyteller’s art” (186). The historical 

anecdote of Noah’s ark is told by one of the characters; Auntie Banu takes the role of the 

storyteller while preparing the recipe for ashure and her audience is made of Asya and 

Armanoush, who she tells: “There wasn’t food enough to make a meal. So, Noah ordered: 

‘Bring whatever you have.’ And they did, animals and humans, insects and birds, people 

of different faiths, they brought whatever little they had left. They cooked all the 

ingredients together and thus concocted a huge pot of ashure” (Shafak, 2008, p. 111). In 

this instance, sharing stories serves as a means of preserving culture by documenting 

events and passing them from one generation to another: “the elders of the families 

dutifully convey this cultural message to their young ones in the form of a tale” (Jawad, 

2018, p. 681). This has been the case on both the Turkish and Armenian sides; the 

difference is that the latter employs it as an historical narrative and political commentary 

to record the Armenian genocide, thus functioning to inform younger generations of the 

historical tragedies performed against their decedent people. “This myth connects 

Armenians directly to Noah and indirectly to the Ark, which after the Flood, was stranded 

on the mountain (a mountain called Masis by the Armenians). This legend is retold in 

Armenian communities today” (Holslag, 2018, p. 22). 

In Moonlight, the story is narrated by going back to Roxana’s early years and her 

magical ability is revealed to the reader. After this occurrence, the narrative takes a 

historical shift telling how it all began with their female ancestors in the late eighteenth 

century, marking history within history and tale within tale. This technique shows the 

consequences of this first magical incident on the generations to come: “it augured a series 

of escapes among the female members of every subsequent generation of the rabbi’s 
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offspring” (Nahai, 2000, p. 14). The narrative continues the process of storytelling, 

providing the accounts of Lili’s grandmother Shusha and the magical incident which led 

to her marriage to Rahman.   

There are multiple techniques that contribute to the act of storytelling. Firstly, 

foreshadowing reveals certain events in the future, which functions to frame the entire 

novel by preparing the reader for what to expect in the plot and at the end of this novel. 

Also, distinctive names are given to the characters, like Roxanna the Angel, Miriam the 

Moon and Sohrab the Sinner. Free (2006) points out that “naming characters is a narrative 

technique employed to illustrate how Lili is following the story”; moreover it “functions 

as a temporal device to bring to the surface how the story is being narrated from a time in 

the future” (38). These techniques facilitate the process of storytelling and help the reader 

to follow the embedded tales.  

In The Bastard, even though the narrative mode is confirmed to be an omniscient 

narrator, the jinn appear as contributors to the narrative by assuming the role of 

storytellers. Their primary task is to disclose what happened to the Armenians in 1915, 

and hence they are used as “powerful narrative devices” (Peterson, 2007, p. 98). As a 

result, what we see is a divergence of traditional realist discourse to the portrayal of 

invisible spirits to be narrators and conveyors of historical truths: “in attempting to 

address the seemingly unrepresentable we see the capacities of narrative stretched to the 

limit” (Morrison, 2003, p. 9). In playing this role the jinn can be regarded as reliable 

narrators due to their supernatural powers that enable them to access different spatial and 

temporal realms and thus providing historical facts: “djinns underline the connection 

between folklore and memory by their very existence and their vivid, exhausting stories” 

(Gürel, 2009, p. 75). Shafak resorts to this technique as a response to the denial of the 

Armenian genocide: “with material of this extreme kind, direct narration often becomes 

inadequate or impossible” (Morrison, 2003, p. 9). The narrative reveals that many people 
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are ignorant about this historical atrocity, and between acknowledging and denying the 

Armenian genocide, the jinn come in assistance to resolve this issue: “through the use of 

supernatural narrators…, it intermingles Turk and Armenian points of view” (Baktir & 

Demir, 2014, p. 132). It is argued that Shafak employs supernatural elements “to subvert 

reality” (Baktir & Demir, 2014, p. 132), thereby defying conventional realistic narration.  

The jinn are creatures who know much more than humans, have lived longer than 

humans, and have supernatural powers. The narrative foregrounds a contradictory image 

of humans as ignorants who have limited knowledge while the jinn as highly 

knowledgeable who know it all: “the novel contrasts djinns’ historical acumen and 

passion with the utter ignorance human beings display about even the most publicised 

histories of violence” (Gürel, 2009, p. 72). It exposes humans’ “banal relation to history” 

(Gürel, 2009, p. 72) and shows how the jinn surpass humans in this respect: “unlike 

human beings, whose memories are either defective, selective, or everbearing, the djinns 

in the novel have everlasting and infinitely detailed memories” (Gürel, 2009, p. 72). Mr. 

Bitter, the powerful jinn, has witnessed the atrocity: “I was there… I saw it all. Shushan 

dropped to her knees. Nobody in that convoy of people was in any condition to help her. 

They left her there on the ground, her forehead covered with sweat and her hair full of 

lice” (Shafak, 2008, p. 89).  

The act of storytelling can be seen from another perspective, as an example of 

story-within-a-story or a frame story and an embedded narrative. All these narrative 

techniques refer to the multi-layered stories within the main story, tales that are embedded 

in the narrative. This technique is implied in The Bastard in the following imagery: “in 

front of the mirror, between the djinn and the master stands a silver bowl of consecrated 

water from Mecca. Inside the silver bowl there is silvered water and inside the water there 

is a story, similarly silvered” (Shafak, 2008, p. 83). The frame story in The Bastard 

revolves around Asya and Armanoush, serving to introduce the reader to the issue 
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surrounding the Armenian-Turkish conflict and the Armenian genocide. The implication 

of such narrativity is that we witness a “multiplicity of the narrative” in that the narrative 

“celebrates the coexistence of plurality and gives voice to the “other” to express 

him/herself” (Baktir & Demir, 2014, p. 137). The reader is introduced to both the Turkish 

and the Armenian standpoints; yet the embedded narrative, the account of Mr. Bitter, 

confirms the Armenian storyline. 

 Moonlight is regarded as “a modern-day Scheherazade” in its incorporation of 

story-within-a-story, layer upon layer and the oral tradition of storytelling. Miriam tells 

Lili the story of her mother. There are multi-layered stories within this main story, marked 

by different layers of narrativity. The reader is presented with the tales of Roxanna as she 

tries to alter her destiny and refers to stories of her female ancestry, mourning 

“generations of bad luck, bad choices, and bad mothering” (Gómez-Vega, 2013, p. 65).  

These literary techniques link both narratives to The Nights, most notably in the 

act of storytelling, frame story or the story-within-a-story, the embedded narrative and 

the (un)reliable narrator. Moreover, the link is further expanded with the employment of 

magical and fantastical elements manifested in The Nights like the incorporation of the 

jinn, ghosts and flying subjects. This confirms the intertextuality of these narratives with 

popular folktales, relating magical realism to the Middle East and showing their 

interconnection. Faris (1995) points out that “postmodern storytellers may need magic to 

battle death” (163-64). This resonates with The Nights where Scheherazade battles her 

own death through the continuous act of storytelling. The nuance here is that “death is 

more depersonalized” in that the storytellers “inherit the literary memory, if not the actual 

experience, of death camps and totalitarian regimes” (Faris, 1995, p. 163). Thus, magical 

realism proves to be a multi-faceted mode of writing, mainly in its incorporation of 

literary techniques that intermingle Western realism with the Middle Eastern tradition of 

oral storytelling and the inclusion of superstition and myth. 
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4.3.2 The Magical, the Mythical and Resolving Mystery 

When examining the magical elements in the two narratives, a pattern linking 

magic to cultural myth is visible, and revealing their role in solving the mystery. 

According to Faris (1995), “the magic may be attributed to a mysterious sense of 

collective relatedness rather than to individual memories or dreams or visions” (183). 

There is one paradigm of magic that is attained from Islamic and Middle Eastern 

mythology, exemplified in the employment of the jinn as simultaneously mythical and 

magical creatures, performing magical tasks to expose or solve mysteries and uncertain 

events. The other paradigm of magic is essentially fantastical, characterised by humans’ 

metamorphoses into different shapes and forms like the supernatural ability to sprout 

wings and fly. While the act of metamorphoses in itself is completely fantastical, the use 

of angelic qualities suggests a reference to angels who are also mythical and magical 

spirits. Middle Eastern and Islamic mythology, therefore, appears to be the primary 

source of the magical in this case, aligning The Bastard and Moonlight with what Jean 

Weisgerber categorised as mythic and folkloric types of magical realism. According to 

Nahai (2000): “magic and mythology are very much a part of the Iranian sensibility” 

(380). Similarly, Shafak “manoeuvres between two Djinn-phobic Turkish narrative 

traditions and her political commitment to the human memories of suffering” (Gürel, 

2009, p. 59). It is important to note that the degree of the magical in the two narratives 

varies; it is subtle and occasional in The Bastard yet blatant and pervasive in Moonlight, 

as will be demonstrated in due course. 

Magical realism thrives in cultures that believe in superstition. Faris (1995) states: 

“in magical realist narrative, ancient systems of belief and local lore often underlie the 

text” (182). Shafak (2008) and Nahai (2000) integrate Middle Eastern belief systems like 

the jinn into their narratives as well as the practice of prophecy and clairvoyance. The 

superstitious atmosphere prevails in The Bastard like the belief in the evil eye and how it 
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affects people’s lives; whenever something is broken, “that was somebody’s evil eye, so 

jealous and malicious. May Allah protect us all” (Shafak, 2008, p. 14). Gürel (2009) 

asserts that “superstitions are alive and well. … Belief in the evil eye, magic, fortune 

telling, and djinns dominate daily interactions between the Kazancı women” (64). 

Superstition is also widespread amongst the Jewish community in the ghetto. For 

instance, there is “the influence of superstition in the form of an ancient family curse” 

(Gómez-Vega, 2013, p. 66) in that Roxanna’s family is in utmost fear of what shameful 

act is going to occur that will cause them dishonour in the whole community. Also, the 

arrival of strange objects is met with suspicion, such as when Alexandra the Cat, the 

wealthy Russian Jew, receives her piano which is described as the “enormous animal with 

shiny wooden skin and bare teeth into her house”. People “lined up for blocks to watch 

the spectacle” (Nahai, 2000, p. 18) so eccentric was the piano that people did not accept 

it at first and regarded it as some sort of beast.  

Along with such superstitions in communities, prophecy and clairvoyance are also 

present in both narratives. In Moonlight, Roxanna’s mother Shusha predicts that one of 

her daughters is going to be different and impact the whole family with her behaviour: “it 

reveals and unveils the future according to the prophecy each mother makes about her 

granddaughter, that she will bring ruin and damnation to her family” (Free, 2006, p. 36). 

Similarly, Auntie Banu, in The Bastard, performs the act of clairvoyance by using “coffee 

cups to read the future” (Shafak, 2008, p. 33) with the help of her jinni friends (Shafak, 

2008, p. 73). She has become well-known enough for this skill that people come to her to 

read their future: “having worked upon and fleshed out her talent for clairvoyance over 

the years, Auntie Banu had started seeing customers at home and making money from it” 

(Shafak, 2008, p. 32). The difference between clairvoyance in the two narratives is that 

in Moonlight it is linked to familial saga. It appears more of a destiny awaiting one female 

member of each generation, rather than a genuine practice of clairvoyance, whereas in 
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The Bastard it becomes Auntie Banu’s career over the years. Also, there is the presence 

of jinn as assistance in the clairvoyance performance.  

In addition to that, spiritual and mythical creatures from different cultural sources 

like the jinn, angels and ghosts are evoked. Like magical realism, these invisible entities 

dwell in between two opposing worlds. Angels “bridge the realms of flesh and spirit” 

(Faris, 2004, p. 239); ghosts bridge the worlds of the living and the dead; and the jinn 

bridge the realms of the mundane and the divine in that they are neither Gods nor humans. 

In Middle Eastern folktales like The Nights, the jinn are featured in many stories and they 

appear in different forms and for various purposes. In The Bastard, the magical is created 

primarily through the employment of the jinn. They are mythical creatures that are 

believed in in Middle Eastern and Islamic cultures. According to Gürel, the jinn are 

“ambiguous spirits” and “liminal creatures” who are believed to be inhabiting “threshold 

and doorways” (Gürel, 2009. P. 65). Their characteristics are “halfway between angels 

and humans, invisible and powerful like the former but capable of choice like the latter”, 

“able to shift shapes… can be either good or evil” and “capable of journeying between 

dimensions of existence” (Gürel, 2009, pp. 65-71). In the narrative, the jinn are portrayed 

as “an unlikely ally” (Gürel, 2009, p. 60) who function as “liminal historians” (Gürel, 

2009, p. 60) in their role of “revealing of truths previously inaccessible to mere mortals” 

and at the same time “blurring boundaries between reality and fiction, past and present, 

family and enemy” (Gürel, 2009, pp. 65-66); they are thus the “perfect historians” (Gürel, 

2009, p. 72). 

Comparing the portrayal of the jinn in The Bastard and Moonlight shows a 

difference in the way they are employed and what function they serve. In the former they 

are central to the narrative, built as detailed figures, and act to affect the story’s 

development, whereas in the latter they are merely minor background references.  In The 

Bastard, they are significant characters, who are personified - given names, physical and 
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emotional attributes – who communicate with human characters and play a major role in 

the progression of the narrative. They are portrayed as the main source revealing the 

atrocity of the Armenian genocide and uncovering the truth of Asya’s father and the 

connection between the Kazancı and the Tchakhmakhchians families. The narrative 

reveals two types of the jinn, the good Mrs. Sweet and the bad Mr. Bitter: 

As the name suggests, Mrs. Sweet was a good djinni — one of the righteous ones. 

She had a kind, gleaming face, a corona around her head in the hues of plum, pink, 

and purple, a thin, elegant neck, and nothing other than a wisp of smoke where 

her neck ended and, technically, her torso had to start. Having no body, she looked 

like a head on a pedestal, which was perfectly all right with her. Unlike female 

human beings, the djinn women were not expected to have proportionate features. 

(Shafak, 2008, p. 72) 

The jinn relationship with the human is unique; Auntie Banu is the only character who is 

able to communicate with them. Indeed, as a soothsayer she can control them, and they 

work for her. Mrs. Sweet has a strong relationship with Auntie Banu because of the 

qualities she holds, being a Muslim and trustworthy: “Auntie Banu trusted Mrs. sweet 

enormously, for she was not one of those renegades but a kind-hearted, devout djinni who 

had converted to Islam from atheism… visited mosques and shrines frequently, and was 

highly knowledgeable in the holy Qur’an” (Shafak, 2008, p. 72). As a devout Muslim 

herself, Auntie Banu forms a special bond with Mrs. Sweet. Moreover, and as Shafak and 

Magno (2017) observe, “her religious conversion echoes the chapter in the Koran titled 

“al-Jinn,” in which a group of djinns convert to Islam after hearing the prophet recite the 

Koran. The sacred text also contains two chapters devoted to warning humans about evil 

djinn that are often associated with possessing, seducing, and tricking humans” (193).  
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The narrative shows that Mr. Bitter is the opposite of Mrs. Sweet. He is a 

gulyabani, “the worst kind of djinn…the most treacherous among all the djinn” (Shafak, 

2008, p. 90) since he is “created from an entirely different mould and had come from 

places where the wind never stopped howling” (Shafak, 2008, p. 72). He is also “very 

old, even in terms of djinn years” and “far more powerful than he often made it sound, 

for as everybody knows too well, the older they are, the more potent the djinn become” 

(Shafak, 2008, p. 72). Due to his powerful qualities, Auntie Banu has kept him under her 

control for many years for the purpose of acquiring knowledge from him: “there was only 

one thing she had demanded from Mr. Bitter: knowledge… about forgotten events, 

unidentified individuals, property disputes, family conflicts, unburied secrets, unsolved 

mysteries” (Shafak, 2008, p. 72). In addition to that, he is “the most knowledgeable when 

it came to traumatic ends” (Shafak, 2008, p. 73). Mr. Bitter speaks for his ability as he 

states: “we gulyabani know everything” (Shafak, 2008, p. 90). The narrative adds: “the 

gulyabani had seen them all…had witnessed first-hand each and every one of these 

calamities”; they are “the ugly witnesses of the ugliness human beings were capable of 

inflicting on one another” (Shafak, 2008, p. 73). This seems to be a clear reference to their 

witness of the Armenian genocide and as the narrative unfolds, both Auntie Banu and Mr. 

Bitter “travel back in time. From 2005 to 1915. It looks like a long trip, but it is only a 

matter of steps in terms of gulyabani years” (Shafak, 2008, p. 83).   

In contrast to The Bastard, in Moonlight no significance is placed on the jinn. 

Indeed, the jinn are mentioned only twice in the narrative, both times in relation to 

Roxanna: “there was a breeze, like the breath of a Deev, or a jinn - one of the many who 

inhabit the night - rolling over in his sleep and upsetting the balance between dreams and 

reality” (Nahai, 2000, p. 35). And again: “she followed Roxanna from a distance of ten 

feet, and swore the girl was a jinn - one of the many spirits who inhabit the nights of 

Persia and who have the power to transform themselves into human shape” (Nahai, 2000, 
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p. 91). Both times, the author has chosen to explain what these creatures are and does so 

in a simple and straightforward way. There is nothing complicated about the jinn in 

Moonlight, and they do not add any meaning to the narrative.  

Moonlight features ghosts as another invisible entity besides the jinn, and they 

seem to be more prevalent in the narrative. Ghosts are more popular in Latin American 

literary tradition and belief in these spirits is predominant in that region. According to 

Faris (1995), ghosts “resemble two-sided mirrors, situated between the two worlds of life 

and death… they serve to enlarge that space of intersection where magically real fictions 

exist” (178). Ghosts, who appear in relation to dead persons, are reminders of death and 

the meaning of life. In this narrative, there are multiple incidents where ghosts are 

employed, provoking a feeling of desolation in Roxanna’s life. For instance, after 

Roxanna moves to Alexandra’s house, she starts to see ghosts from Alexandra’s past life 

as a child: “she ran right into Alexandra’s memories: they walked around the house, in 

flesh and blood, more real than life itself… Roxanna also saw Alexandra’s mother” 

(Nahai, 2000, p. 47). Also, in the same place when she met Alexandra’s daughter, 

“Roxanna dipped her hands into the water and broke up the reflection of a familiar 

ghost… she scooped water into her hands and poured bits of the ghost’s image into her 

face. “Go away,” she told the ghost distractedly” (Nahai, 2000, p. 48). Later, after 

Roxanna is married, her sister Miriam speaks of Roxanna’s in-laws’ house, saying: “this 

house has ghosts” (Nahai, 2000, p. 116). Indeed, ghosts become a phenomenon in 

Roxanna’s in-laws’ house as they are held responsible for the missing belongings in the 

house. The narrative reveals that “Miriam the Moon spoke of the robber ghosts of the 

house on the Avenue of Faith and, by so doing, brought them to life” (Nahai, 2000, p. 

141). Nonetheless, we later know that these ghosts are in fact thieves and the whole 

mystery was plotted by Fraulein Claude, Roxanna’s mother-in law, to steal valuable 

objects from her husband. Ghosts are employed in Moonlight in an atmosphere that is 
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filled with misery, and they seem to appear whenever Roxanna comes to know new 

people in her life (Alexandra and her daughter, her in-law’s family). As can be seen in 

both narratives, magical realism is mainly created by drawing on the mythology of the 

Middle East (the jinn) as well as Latin American mythology (ghosts).  

With regards to the metamorphosis phenomenon, it is introduced to the reader on 

the very first page of the novel: “so undisturbed by the rules of gravity and the drudgery 

of human existence, she had grown wings, one night when the darkness was the colour of 

her dreams, and flown into the star-studded night of Iran that claimed her” (Nahai, 2000, 

p, 5). Although the climax of the magical is the sprouting of wings and flying, this 

supernatural ability does not happen abruptly but steadily. There are prior incidents that 

indicated the little girl’s supernatural ability. For example, her sister, Miriam the Moon, 

wakes up one night to a strange scent and scene: “Miriam the Moon smelled the sea… 

she saw Roxanna: her hair was wet, her arms stretched to her sides, and she was afloat in 

a bed of white feathers” (Nahai, 2000, p. 10). The first time Roxanna experiences such a 

magical moment is in her dreams when she is a three-year-old child: 

The feathers in Roxanna’s bed came from her dreams, that in them Roxanna was 

flying like a bird, or an angel, over a sea that was vast and limitless and that led 

her away from the tight borders of their ghetto, that the wings and the sea air 

spilled over the edge of the night sometimes, skipping the line between desire and 

truth, and poured into Roxanna’s bed to speak of her longing.  (Nahai, 2000, p. 

11; emphasis added)  

The narrative clearly references the reason behind the use of magical realism: it functions 

as a means to transcend confinement and as a vehicle for liberty. It speaks for Iranian 

Jews by disclosing their living conditions, being confined in the small zone of the Jewish 

ghetto, not being allowed to go beyond it or interact with people outside it. The narrative 
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attempts to solve the mystery of the source of Roxanna’s feathers by linking it to her 

dreams. Through dreams, the magical transpires and becomes possible. Dreams serve as 

a locus for the magical to emerge into the real world.  

This is kept as a secret by her older sister Miriam, in fear that it might cause them 

trouble: “afraid of what would happen if anyone discovered the feathers, Miriam hid them 

inside the comforter” (Nahai, 2000, p. 10). When Miriam revealed this secret to their 

mother, her reaction indicates shock: “Shusha gasped as if she had been struck by 

lightning” (Nahai, 2000, p. 10). Gómez-Vega (2013) claims that the mother’s reaction to 

the magical ability of her daughter proves that “the magic in this text is not ordinary and 

it is not accepted as a miraculous everyday event by the other characters in the story” 

(67). She argues that this refusal “breaks one of the basic definitions of magical realism 

posited by Wendy Faris and Lois Parkinson Zamora” (Gómez-Vega, 2013, p. 67), 

referring to the magical realist characteristic that the magical instance is accepted by other 

characters as an ordinary occurrence (Zamora & Faris, 1995, p. 3). I disagree with 

Gómez-Vega’s claim because Shusha is not shocked by the magic itself but by the 

knowledge of what this magic is going to bring to the family: the narrative reveals that 

Shusha was “raised on stories of wayward ancestors, many wandering naked and sorry 

through the deserts of central Iran” (Nahai, 2000, p. 15).  

Furthermore, other characters in the narrative, such as Miriam, Lili, Sohrab and 

others, accept Roxanna’s metamorphesis and endorse it as an ordinary occurrence. For 

example, Miriam started to recognise the presence of her sister Roxanna through the 

latter’s scent, in that “instead of the usual scent of skin and hair, of leftover food and old 

clothes and dry, unforgiving earth, Miriam the Moon smelled the sea” (Nahai, 2000, p. 

10). This suggests that only Shusha is not accepting her daughter’s magic in fear of the 

familiy’s reputation, particularly since they have a long history of being cursed, as Free 

suggests, that “women in Roxanna’s family have sensed the ‘doom’ that surrounds a 
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daughter in each generation” (Nahai, 2000, p. 35). This is prompted by the reference to 

the rabbi’s wife’s transgression of walking naked into a religious gathering run by her 

husband. Echoing the reputation of her female ancestors, Roxanna is believed to be bad 

luck due to the circumstances surrounding her birth and later her supernatural abilities, 

and on top of that because she is a female. She is a reminder of the rabbi’s wife whose 

“eyes were hollow, like a madwoman’s, and when she smiled, her breath smelled like 

water. Then she vanished into the unforgiving sun of the Day of Atonement” (Nahai, 

2000, p. 14). Indeed, the phrase “bad luck” is recurrent throughout the narrative, 

constantly in connection with Roxanna. For instance: “Roxana had driven her mother 

mad during the pregnancy, been born under singular circumstances, and already had 

caused a near-pogrom in the ghetto. Of course she was bad luck” (Nahai, 2000, p. 27). 

Her mother in particular plays a destructive role in her daughter’s life, in fear of 

her transgression, especially with her supernatural abilities. Indeed, her mother has 

attempted to drown her daughter, but she miraculously survives the incident: “by the time 

she [Miriam] found Roxana floating in the neighbour’s tank, a good twenty minutes had 

passed, and it was certain the child had drowned” (Nahai, 2000, p. 30). However, “then 

she sighed, like an angel coming to life, and burped a stream of clear, cool water that 

sprang out of her mouth and splattered everyone’s shoes. Her eyes when she opened them 

were fluorescent” (Nahai, 2000, p. 30). Also, she tries to kill her again: “Shusha pushed 

Roxana off the roof” (Nahai, 2000, p. 35), yet Roxanna is saved by the magical 

intervention:  

Roxanna fell backwards into the night, descending slowly, her arms outstretched 

and her legs loose — like a swimmer floating on water. She sank silently, losing 

her shoes, her eyes open but not frightened. Just as she was about to hit the ground, 

she began to move her arms, up and down, like a bird that was flying for the first 

time— finding its balance, tasting the air, loving its freedom. Then she moved 
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with more certainty and rose higher, backwards and up over the wall of Sun’s 

yard, away from Tehran and its fears, towards the snow-covered summits of the 

Elburz Mountains and beyond them, to the everlasting of the Caspian Sea. (Nahai, 

2000, p. 36; emphasis added)  

The shift into magic symbolising transcendence is clear. The metamorphosis of Roxanna 

into an angel-like being who flies away shows a need to transform into a non-human 

being to surpass horrendous reality: “angels that represent the lightness of ahistorical 

irresponsibility” (Faris, 2004, p. 16). Indeed, her name Roxanna the Angel signifies “the 

otherness of woman and her part-human part-divine status” (Faris, 2004, p. 276). 

According to Faris (2004), “women, like subalterns generally, can be understood to act 

through magic because other routes may be closed to them” (178). Other routes are closed 

for Roxanna, especially after her mother-in law confines her in the house and never lets 

her meet anyone. Roxanna resorts to her magical ability, flying into the sky away from 

her confinement both in house and ghetto.  

In Moonlight, the magical and the mythical intertwine to expose harsh realities of 

living as an Iranian Jew who is restricted to a tiny space and not allowed to go beyond it, 

as portrayed through Roxanna’s character. It also serves to solve historical mysteries in 

The Bastard regarding the events that surround the Armenian genocide, with the help of 

the jinn as truthful sources about this atrocity. In both narratives, the magical element 

ranges from regional mythologies to the employment of fantastical elements like 

metamorphosis.  

4.3.3 Identity, History and Cultural Memory  

The Bastard and Moonlight are both concerned with ontological questions of 

being and epistemological questions of knowledge. McHale (1989) argues that there has 

been a “shift of dominant from problems of knowing to problems of modes of being — 
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from an epistemological dominant to an ontological one” (10) in the change from the 

poetics of modernism to that of postmodernism. The treatment of history in fiction links 

them to historiographic metafiction, a term coined and developed by Linda Hutcheon 

(1989), as she states: “historiographic metafiction works to situate itself within historical 

discourse without surrendering its autonomy as fiction” (4). Also, she explains that in the 

link between history and fiction: “the epistemological question of how we know the past 

joins the ontological one of the status of the races of the past” (Hutcheon, 2003, p. 122). 

As Frank (2011) elaborates: “historiographic metafiction incorporates both an ontological 

and epistemological element as it examines exactly how we can know the past while at 

the same time investigating the status of the past” (196).  

Some critics, however, focus on the ontological dimension of magical realism 

because of its association with postmodernism (Faris, 1995; McHale, 1989). Although 

magical realism is situated within postmodernist aesthetics, the two domains of ontology 

and epistemology can be found in the writing of this mode. Gonzalez Echevarria 

distinguishes two types of magical realism: the epistemological, “in which the marvels 

stem from an observer’s vision” (Faris, 1995, p. 165) and the ontological, as found in 

Latin America. These categories coincide with Jean Weisgerber’s typology: the 

“scholarly”, which “loses itself in art and conjecture to illuminate or construct a 

speculative universe” and the mythic or folkloric, associated with Latin America (Faris, 

1995, p. 165). However, sometimes it is hard to classify where magical realism fits in 

these proposed types, especially when the boundaries of ontology and epistemology are 

blurred or when their lines intersect.  

The ontological type of magical realism is distinguished by the “strong presence 

of the indigenous past” (Faris, 1995, p. 166) and the integration of cultural norms. This 

feature is largely found in the literature of Latin America and is precisely why Gonzalez 

Echevarria and Weisgerber link the ontological type to that region. Likewise, the 
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narratives under scrutiny rely heavily on the history and culture of Armenians and Iranian 

Jews as a backdrop to comment on their current circumstances, especially with regards to 

their diaspora. In Moonlight, Roxanna’s escape from Iran to Turkey and finally to 

America symbolises the journey of Iranian Jews as immigrant and exile. Her being has 

been at risk throughout the narrative, since she was a little girl in the ghetto. Although 

she “flies away to safety, away from the ghetto where she is oppressed” (Gómez-Vega, 

2013, p. 70), the narrative reveals that she remains in danger and has to conceal her 

identity so no-one knows her and can cause her any harm. The ideas of survival and the 

constant attempts to save her life from near-death insinuate an ontological mode of 

question. Indeed, “Roxanna twice sprouts wings and flies away to save her own life 

because she knows that no-one else will help her” (Gómez-Vega, 2013, p. 65).  Even 

when she moves to America, fear over her life persists: “her greatest fear next to dying in 

her sleep was that one of the women who shopped at the market would recognize [her] 

from the past” (Nahai, 2000, p. 336). So, the narrative foregrounds ontological problems 

regarding the personal life of Roxanna which in a way mirrors the communal existences 

of Iranian Jews.  

Similarly, the Armenian perspective in The Bastard revolves around their being, 

as survivals or descendants of the Armenian genocide. The events of 1915 function as an 

explanation of their mass migration. Because their life in Turkey was at stake, 

Armanoush’s grandparents managed to flee the country and migrate to America to save 

their lives. The story of Armanoush’s great grandmother and her quest for survival is one 

amongst many other untold stories. Thus, magical realism makes it possible for us to hear 

about this personal story that represents the Armenian people, as the narrative reveals: 

“she, as an Armenian, embodied the spirit of her people from generations before whereas 

the average Turk had no such notion of continuity with his or her ancestors” (Shafak, 

2008, p. 64). 
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The concern over ontological questions of being and existence results in a 

formation of collective rather than individual identity. According to Faris (1995), “eternal 

mythic truths and historical events are both essential components of our collective 

memory” (170). The Bastard describes Armanoush’s family as an “extended and tightly-

knit Armenian Catholic family in the diaspora…a huge family with a traumatic past” 

(Shafak, 2008, p. 59). In fact, both The Bastard and Moonlight highlight the ideas of 

extended families and multi-generations and explore diasporic themes. Armanoush’s 

extended family lives in Los Angeles in the United States, so do Lili’s. The only 

difference is that the former has been living in the diaspora throughout the narrative, 

whereas the latter has been living in Iran and migrated to the US some time in the second 

half of the narrative, except for Lili who was sent by her father to study in America when 

she was a little girl. They did so through fear of being persecuted as a result of the political 

instability in Iran during and after the 1979 revolution.  

The Armenians’ collective identity is highlighted in the acts of interfering in and 

feeling responsible for the children’s lives and their future. Armanoush’s grandfather 

lectures his son to take his daughter from her mother after the latter starts dating a Turk: 

“your daughter is going to be raised by a Turk and here you are doing nothing about it” 

(Shafak, 2008, p. 53), he explains: 

In an ideal world, you could say, well, that’s her life, none of our business. If you 

have no appreciation of history and ancestry, no memory and responsibility, and 

if you live solely in the present, and our ancestors breathe through our children 

and you know that… as long as Rose has your daughter, you have every right to 

intervene in her life. Especially, when she starts dating a Turk. (Shafak, 2008, pp. 

54-55)  
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This is why the family keeps emphasising that Rose’s “daughter is Armenian and should 

be raised as an Armenian” (Shafak, 2008, p. 59). For them, genocide survivors, they 

cannot lose any other Armenian, especially if this member is affiliated with their 

archenemy, and this reinforces the idea of “solidarity in the Armenian community” 

(Baktir & Demir, 2014, p. 128).  

Furthermore, Armanoush’s mother Rose is significant in showing the construction 

of Armenian identity. She can be regarded as an in-between character, neither Armenian 

nor Turkish but having a connection with both ethnicities: “the relationship between 

Turks and Armenians is first reflected through the marriage between Rose and Barsam 

Tchakhmakhchian” (Baktir & Demir, 2014, p. 124). The Armenian family views her as 

an outsider “an odar” even after she becomes the wife of their son and the mother of their 

granddaughter: “if she is an odar, why not call her an odar?” (Shafak, 2008, p. 58). She 

is an observer but, because of her in-betweenness, she is also someone who has been 

affected by this tension; she resides in the intersection point where the Armenian-Turkish 

conflict meets. Rose is a divorcee of an Armenian (the father of her daughter Armanoush) 

and the wife of a Turk (the father of Asya). As an outcast, she retaliates against her 

Armenian in-laws by developing a romantic relationship with a Turk. “I wish your 

grandma-the witch could have seen me flirting with that Turk. Can you imagine her 

horror? I can’t think of a worse nightmare for the proud Tchakhmakhchian family” 

(Shafak, 2008, p. 46). Rose is in the midst of conflicting points and ideologies, 

Armenian/Turk, past/present, love/hate, remembered/forgotten; she exposes this 

animosity, yet her character also functions as a point of connection. 

Her daughter Armanoush fits into the description of a hybrid identity; she is the 

daughter of an American (mother), an Armenian (father) and raised by a Turk (stepfather). 

This hybridity leads to a crisis in her identity as she simultaneously feels attached and 

detached from these groups. She is a victim of toxic relationships between her immediate 
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and extended families, in that “whatever made one side happy was bound to distress the 

other” (Shafak, 2008, p. 92). This leads to her identity crisis: “she has difficulty in coping 

with the two groups’ demands as they want her to do opposite things. She faces a serious 

identity conflict” (Baktir & Demir, 2014, p. 130)). Armanoush is thus found in the 

threshold between American/Turkish identity from her mother’s side and 

American/Armenian identity from her father’s side. She is also expected to behave in 

accordance with each side’s ideology which places an immense pressure on her. She “tries 

to overcome it creating different roles in different contexts” (Baktir & Demir, 2014, p. 

130). 

In Moonlight, the Iranian Jews’ collective identity is strongly present in the 

narrative. Yet, the difference is that the ordinary conception of solidarity amongst Jewish 

families is disrupted. The atmosphere of disharmony prevails in the narrative, especially 

with regards to Roxanna’s family. The female members in her family, grandmother, 

mother and most of her sisters are fearful of her. It comments on Iranian Jewish women 

and their status being doubly subordinate due to their religion and their gender, referring 

to the social as well as patriarchal limitations and prejudices imposed on women in Iranian 

society. In fact, the narrative goes back in time to tell the story of the curse of Roxanna’s 

female ancestors.  

Since women were most often the source of evil and the root cause of what he 

[the rabbi] called “acts of moral turpitude”, the rabbi had written his own bible on 

the proper codes of female conduct - forbidding them such luxuries as laughter, 

which made them light-headed, and requiring that they speak with one hand 

covering their mouths, so as not to tempt any man with the display of the pink and 

fleshy insides of their mouths. (Nahai, 2000, p. 12) 
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While all Iranian Jews are subordinates, females suffer more due to their gender: “women 

play a prominent role in the oppression of other women even when they are themselves 

oppressed as women within their community and as members of a small Jewish 

community restricted to a ghetto in Iran” (Gómez- Vega, 2013, p. 65). This vicious cycle 

is initiated after their female ancestor’s first escape and occurs in every generation that 

follows. The narrative portrays how Shusha was oppressed by her mother BeeBee; later 

Shusha oppresses her daughter Roxanna just like her mother previously did to her. 

Roxanna does not oppress her daughter Lili but abandons her to face the harsh world by 

herself. All the female characters are portrayed as ruthless, showing little affection for 

their daughters. The sole exception is Miriam, who keeps taking care of her young sister 

Roxanna and later continues looking for her until she finds her in Istanbul and brings her 

to join the rest of the Iranian Jews in America. Hence, the collective identity of Iranian 

Jewish women is one that is distorted by historical experience. 

Both Moonlight and The Bastard concentrate on females’ familial side of a multi-

generation family, exposing toxic relationships: “it augured a series of escapes among the 

female members of every subsequent generation of the rabbi’s offspring” (Nahai, 2000, 

p. 14). Female characters were warned about their destiny: “Shusha the Beautiful was 

raised on stories of her wayward ancestors” (Nahai, 2000, p. 15). Women play the central 

role in both narratives, they are not only portrayed as grandmothers, mothers, aunties, 

sisters and daughters but also as strongly-willed women who rebel against their social 

confinement and assert their rights to live freely and independently. They are also the 

keepers of cultural heritage: in “The Bastard of Istanbul Reader’s Guide”, Shafak asserts 

that “women pass their heritage from one generation to another, through recipes, songs, 

lullabies, and stories” (n.d.). 

In addition to that, these narratives ask epistemological questions regarding the 

conditions and situations of these minorities. This is particularly true in The Bastard 
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where the characters argue and discuss the accuracy of their accounts of the Armenian 

genocide, providing historical context and other details. When the intellectual group in 

Café Kundera realised that Armanoush is an Armenian and she tells them the story of her 

great grandfather who was killed because “he was an intellectual”, the answer comes 

immediately: 

“That didn’t happen” … “We never heard of anything like that” … “Look, I am 

very sorry for your family, I offer you my condolences. But you have to 

understand it was a time of war. People died on both sides. Do you have any idea 

how many Turks have died at the hands of Armenian rebels? Did you ever think 

about the other side of the story? I’ll bet you didn’t! How about the suffering of 

the Turkish families? It is all tragic but we need to understand that 1915 was not 

2005. Times were different back then. It was not even a Turkish state back then, 

it was the Ottoman Empire, for God’s sake. The premodern era and its premodern 

tragedies”. (Shafak, 2008, p. 79) 

Asking questions and debating the subject of the Armenian genocide becomes a central 

theme in the narrative. It shows a conflict of perspectives on the matter even amongst 

Turks themselves. While some of Asya’s friends in the Café deny the genocide, she 

becomes strongly critical of their denial and a defendant of the Armenian cause. As a 

result, ideas of acknowledgement and denial, of knowledge and ignorance are explored 

in The Bastard. Some of her friends appear ignorant; one of them states: “the claims of 

the Armenians are based on exaggeration and distortion. Come on, some go as far as 

claiming that we killed two million Armenians. No historian in his right mind would take 

that seriously” (Shafak, 2008, p. 79). Asya, on the other hand, acknowledges that people 

are ignorant about the 1915 genocide and that they repeat what they are being told without 

thinking or reading about it, as she responds: 
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What do we know about 1915? How many books have you read on this topic? 

How many controversial standpoints did you compare and contrast? What 

research, which literature? . . . I bet you’ve read nothing! But you are so 

convinced. Aren’t we just swallowing what’s given to us? Capsules of 

information, capsules of misinformation. Every day we swallow a handful. 

(Shafak, 2008, p. 79) 

Shafak demonstrates that there are misconceptions on both the Turkish and the Armenian 

sides. She criticises the belief that the Turks are the enemy of the Armenians: “the 

Armenians in the diaspora have no Turk friends, their only acquaintance with the Turks 

is through the stories they heard from their grandparents or else from one another” (254). 

To break this rule and judgement, she constructs a scene whereby a Turk and an Armenian 

live together in the same household as one family: Armanoush who is an Armenian is 

raised by Mustafa, her Turkish stepfather. Also, when one Armenian disparages the 

Turks: “you are their friend only when you deny your own identity, that’s how it has been 

with the Turks all through history” (184). Shafak employs the character of Asya to be the 

opposite of his remark. Indeed, she and Armanoush not only form a strong bond and 

become best friends, but Asya also appears to be a strong advocate of the Armenian cause. 

With regards to Moonlight, a rather epistemological question prevails in the 

narrative of Roxanna’s daughter Lili. Her life is not at stake as was that of her mother’s, 

yet she is concerned to know about her mother. Lili’s narrative is filled with epistemic 

questions, like what has happened to her mother? Why did she leave her? Lili is sent by 

her father Sohrab to “a Catholic boarding school near Pasadena, California” (Nahai, 2000, 

p. 199) when she is a little girl. She has been separated from her mother for twelve years; 

during this time, Lili has been questioning the livelihood and whereabouts of her mother 

until finally she knows that Roxanna is alive in Istanbul and is about to be moving to 

California. But even then, she questions the accuracy of this information and refuses to 
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join her auntie Miriam on her journey to Istanbul “[she] could not go with her because 

[she] did not — could not — afford to find out if Roxanna was alive. Because [she] had 

lost Roxanna a thousand times a day for twelve years and could not bear either to lose or 

to find her again” (Nahai, 2000, p. 315). The past trauma of losing her mother once still 

haunts her in the present and affects the way she thinks and perceives the people around 

her, including her mother.  

We can draw a paradigm of ontology and epistemology in relation to the different 

generations of Armenians and Iranian Jews as presented in the narratives. The multi-

generational narratives permit us to convey similarities and differences between the 

concerns of the older and younger generations. This is dependent on the conditions of life 

each generation experiences and based on the time and place where they lived. In other 

words, the previous generation is more concerned with ontological questions of being 

because of the violence practised against them, whereas the present generation is 

concerned with epistemological questions of knowledge regarding what happened to their 

ancestors and understanding their identities as ethnic minorities who are descended from 

the Middle East but live in the West.  

This also suggests a clash between the younger and older generations, particularly 

in The Bastard where Armanoush represents the former while her grandparents embody 

the latter. The current generation is more tolerant towards living and communicating with 

the Turks, while the older is reluctant if not refusing any kind of communication with 

their archenemy. The younger did not witness the genocide but hear about it while the 

older have witnessed the tragedy themselves or via their close families. Nevertheless, the 

narrative confirms that both generations are unable to forgive or forget the past. 

Regarding the concept of historical and cultural memory, two contradictory 

imageries can be unfolded, that of remembering and forgetting. There is the Armenian 
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collective memory that “passed on from generation to generation” (Gürel, 2009, p. 61), 

in opposition to Turkish modern memory that is disconnected with the Ottoman history. 

The narrative portrays the Turkish characters as being detached from history while the 

Armenian characters as the opposite in their clinging to the history and memory of their 

culture. Armenians “cannot escape the traumatic memories of their ancestors and 

continue to carry the burden of a collective past filled with still-festering wounds” (Gürel, 

2009, p. 61). Unlike the Armenians who cling to their past collective memory, Turks 

suffer from “cultural amnesia” (Gürel, 2009, p. 61). The narrative expands on this duality:  

They [Turks] had seen no connection between themselves and the perpetrators of 

the crimes. She [Armanoush], as an Armenian, embodied the spirits of her people 

generations and generations earlier, whereas the average Turk had no such notion 

of continuity with his or her ancestors. The Armenians and the Turks lived in 

different time frames. For the Armenians, time was a cycle in which the past 

incarnated in the present and the present birthed the future. For the Turks, time 

was a multi-hyphenated line, where the past ended at some definite point and the 

present started anew from scratch, and there was nothing but rupture in between. 

(Shafak, 2008, p. 64) 

This explains the reason the Turkish characters are not apologetic for the Armenian 

genocide. The Kazancis family, for instance, feels sorry when Armanoush tells them 

about the Armenian genocide but reacts to the story “as if it is a tale from another time 

and place” (Gürel, 2009, p. 61). Their view is that they do not see themselves as connected 

to the Ottomans, so why they should be held accountable for something done in the past 

by different people who belonged to a different state and ideology. The detachment of 

modern Turkey from the Ottoman Empire marks “a clean break” and a “rupture” (Gürel, 

2009, p. 60-61) with that era. This aims to accomplish “a progressive, linear, modernist 

understanding of time and space”, looking forward and not backward because “standing 
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in one place or looking back was the greatest temporal/spatial sin for a new nation” 

(Gürel, 2009, p. 60). Shafak foregrounds the ideas of remembering and forgetting in 

relation to the history of Armenians and Turks to comment on the controversy that 

surrounds the Armenian genocide and to reveal the underlying motives behind the current 

viewpoints of the two sides. In narrative/historical terms the Turks need to follow a linear 

historical progression, though one that is broken by their collective evasions of truth, 

while for the Armenians history is circular, full, unbroken, but traumatically burdensome 

as they are unable to be free of it. 

Furthermore, the duality of remembering and forgetting is depicted in relation to 

the characters’ personal lives, in that Asya runs away from the past whereas Armanoush 

moves towards it. This is evident when they are debating what history means to them:  

“This sense of continuity is a privilege. It makes you part of a group where there 

is a great feeling of solidarity,” Asya replied. “Don’t get me wrong, I can see how 

tragic the past was for your family, and I respect your wish to keep the memories 

alive come what may so that the sorrow of your ancestors is not forgotten. But 

that is precisely where our paths diverge. Yours is a crusade for remembrance, 

whereas if it were me, I’d rather be just like Petite-Ma, with no capacity for 

reminiscence whatsoever. (Shafak, 2008, p. 69)  

Asya seems to be frightened of the idea of the past because she is a bastard and does not 

know her father, as she replies: “I just don’t want to have anything to do with it, that’s 

all... someone like me can never be past-oriented… because I don’t know anything about 

it… For me history starts today… There is no continuity in time. You can’t feel attached 

to ancestors if you can’t even trace your own father” (Shafak, 2008, p. 69). On the other 

hand, Armanoush reflects on her ancestry: “I am the grandchild of genocide survivors 

who lost all their relatives at the hands of Turkish butchers in 1915” (Shafak, 2008, p. 
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53). In a way, it suggests that Armanoush is conforming to her ancestors’ collective past 

whereas Asya is escaping her personal past.  

The Bastard employs historical narratives to represent multiple realities and to 

address contested issues regarding ethnic minorities. Faris (2004) states that “magical 

realism not only reflects the history…, it may also seek to change it, by addressing 

historical issues critically and thereby attempting to heal historical wounds” (138). One 

way to achieve this effect is by recreating, reinterpreting and reinventing characters, 

events and controversies of the past because “histories are the constructed narratives 

which are always political” (Baktir & Demir, 2014, p. 121). This approach to narrative 

“unearths histories of violence and injustice” and also “generates spaces of cultural 

hybridity by combining memory and history” (Gürel, 2009, p. 60). Additionally, there is 

the “desire to rewrite history … re-questioning … outsiders, deviancy and identity” 

(Baktir & Demir, 2014, p. 123). The act of narrating historical events not only exposes 

prejudice against ethnic minorities, but also shows how historical events shaped present 

lives today, especially regarding the bonds of collective ethnic identity.  

The cultural memory of Iranian Jews appears to be living in the memory of its 

people and is not recorded, as Nahai noticed in the composition of her novel. She explains 

that she “had to rely on the memory of the older generation of Iranian Jews, who had lived 

in the ghettos and had also seen the transformation that took place within our communities 

under the Shah” (Darznik, 2008, p. 163). This is why Moonlight is regarded as 

documenting the history of Iran “through the eyes of a marginalized people” (Gómez-

Vega, 2013, p. 70). The narrative exposes the lives of Jews in the ghettoes as “a way to 

restrict the economic, social, and political engagement of Jews with the broader Muslim 

population” (Mirakhor, 2016, p. 65). Through the narrative, the condition and wellbeing 

of Jewish people is revealed to the reader. They are presented as a marginalised 

community living in poor conditions, in congested and filthy spaces. For instance, we are 
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told of “the law stating that Jews should not have access to fresh produce” (Nahai, 2000, 

p. 15).  It speaks for Iranian Jews by disclosing how they are confined in the small zone 

of the Jewish ghetto, not allowed to go beyond it or interact with people outside it. It also 

reveals how Iranian Jews are regarded as dirty and treated as outcasts, in “the figure of 

the impure/dirty Jew in Iran, anti-Semitism in the Islamic republic, and the travails of 

exile as Iranians in the United States” (Mirakhor, 2016, p. 56). The narrative clearly 

references the reason behind the use of magical realism, in that it functions as a means of 

escape from such circumstances and as a vehicle for some sort of liberation, whether 

bodily or of the imagination. 

Nevertheless, the narrative lacks real historical events experienced by Iranian 

Jews, but incorporates other incidents that affected the whole nation, Jews and otherwise. 

For instance, it records Iranian and other historical events and personas like Hitler, Reza 

Shah and the war in 1941 (Nahai, 2000, p. 29). It also refers to the Constitutional 

Revolution in 1907, the overthrow of the Qajar dynasty and of Reza Shah, and reveals 

that Teymur, Roxanna’s father-in-law, is a descendant of the Qajar family. Moreover, 

there is reference to other minorities in the Middle East and to real historical events: “here 

again [Van], during the First World War, Turks had massacred three million Armenians” 

(Nahai, 2000, p. 182). The historical events of the 1979 riots in Iran (Nahai, 2000, p. 267- 

275), the Iranian Revolution and the arrival of Ayatollah Khomeini (Nahai, 2000, p. 259) 

are also mentioned in the narrative.  

The narratives of Armenians and Iranian Jews undermine the established social 

order not only by exposing discrimination and violence practised against them but also 

by showing how they utilised a variety of strategies of survival, like solidarity amongst 

their people. These “magical realist texts are written in reaction to totalitarian regimes” 

and thus they “create a poetics of subversion” (Faris, 1995, p. 179). Also, in assembling 

the story around broad historical facts, they “take a position that is antibureaucratic, and 
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so they often use their magic against the established social order” (Faris, 1995, p. 179). 

They suggest a refusal by both Turkish and Iranian political systems to acknowledge those 

known facts, particularly with regards to their treatment of Armenians and Iranian Jews 

as second-class citizens and denying the atrocities practised against them.  

Armenian and Jewish identities are explored in conjunction with history and 

cultural memory. Both narratives explore themes of being beyond national 

borders/exile/diaspora, expelled as the Other, and how this leads to identity crises, 

particularly amongst the succeeding generations - Armanoush and Lili. Yet it also shows 

clinging to collective identity in diaspora, present in familial interaction and 

interconnectivity, social support and the tendency to live in one place.  

4.4 Conclusion  

By analysing The Bastard and Moonlight, this chapter illustrated how Middle 

Eastern minorities are given voices and represented in these magical realist narratives. It 

answered the questions regarding the construction of narratives in a way that corresponds 

to postmodernist aesthetics and to an oral tradition of storytelling. It also drew a pattern 

regarding the employment of the magical elements, in that they are primarily taken from 

Middle Eastern and Islamic mythology to solve historical, socio-political and personal 

mysteries. The concepts of identity, history and memory are explored to confirm how 

they contribute to the sense of who modern Armenians and Iranian Jews are, how they 

are perceived by others and most importantly how they feel themselves to be, in reality 

and in fiction.  

Both narratives address issues of ethnic and religious minorities in the Middle 

East and “by addressing historical issues critically … thereby attempting to heal historical 

wounds” (Faris, 2004, p. 138). To accomplish this goal, they resort to recreating historical 

narratives to comment on the status of Armenian and Persian Jews: "In many cases, in 
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magical realist fictions, we witness an Idiosyncratic recreation of [... events grounded 

firmly in historical realities - often alternate versions of officially sanctioned accounts” 

(Faris, 1995, p. 170). The contested ideologies and historical mystery are exposed through 

the employment of magical realism. This mode therefore functions to represent the 

minority perspective and to provide a counter to the dominant ideology that led to their 

marginalisation.  
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 MAGIC AND RELIGION 

PURSUING THE SUFI PATH IN RAJA ALEM’S MY THOUSAND AND ONE 

NIGHTS AND SHAHRNUSH PARSIPUR’S TOUBA AND THE MEANING OF 

NIGHT  

5.1 Introduction 

The intersection of religion with the literary tradition of magical realism is a 

fundamental subject to consider since religion determines many aspects of people’s lives, 

particularly those in non-Western societies. Magical realist authors like Gabriel García 

Márquez, Toni Morrison and Ben Okri, amongst others, are examples of those who have 

integrated local religious traditions and belief systems into their magical realist writing. 

Nevertheless, this topic has been approached cautiously in the literary criticism of magical 

realism. 

On the one hand, scholars have noticed a lack of critical engagement with the idea 

of religion and magical realism.  Sasser (2020) remarks that this topic “remains peripheral 

to study in the field” as “no book-length work has been dedicated to the topic” (241); 

Faris (2004) observes that the “re-emergence of spirit or the sacred” has been “the most 

neglected because it is the most alien to the modern Western critical tradition, including, 

especially, literary and cultural criticism” (68). On the other hand, Upstone (2011) has 

noticed an “increasing focus on the relationship between magical realism and religious 

belief” (157). Upstone refers to religions and systems of belief in the Latin American 

context mainly because “indigenous beliefs and practices are commonplace within the 

Latin American magical realism” (Sasser, 2020, p. 242), though also because of the 

attention magical realism in Latin America has received in Western scholarship. 

Therefore, it comes as no surprise to know that “the existing scholarship almost 
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exclusively considers faith, as it pertains to magical realism, as indigenous faiths” (Sasser, 

2020, p. 244).  

Moreover, there are certain universal phenomena, like ideas of spirituality and 

mysticism, which are commonly noted in the context of religious beliefs and traditions. 

They have also been primarily associated with Latin American and indigenous cultures. 

According to Zamora and Faris (1995), this feature is found in “non-Western cultural 

systems that privilege mystery over empiricism, empathy over technology, tradition over 

innovation. Their primary narrative investment may be in myths, legends, rituals — that 

is, in collective (sometimes oral and performative, as well as written) practices that bind 

communities together” (3). Others go further to claim that spirituality is “the best way to 

bring indigenous knowledge across to wider audiences” (Gavillon, 2013, p. 53). As a 

result, spirituality, as founded in Abrahamic faiths, Kabbalah in Jewish mysticism and 

Sufism in Islamic mysticism, and in Eastern spiritual practices, Buddhist and Hindu 

meditation, remains overlooked in this field of study.  

Accordingly, it proves significant to investigate the relationship between the 

religion of Islam and the tradition of magical realism; more specifically, the relationship 

of magic realism and the philosophy and practice of Islamic mysticism. Not only is there 

a lack of critical consideration of the role of Sufism in magical realism but also in some 

respects it resembles magical realism more than it does orthodox Islam. Indeed, I suggest 

that this spiritual tradition is a key source of the magical properties in Middle Eastern 

magical realism. The purpose here is to extend magical realism into the realm of the 

sacred and to expand the religious and spiritual reading of magical realism to include 

Islamic Sufism and the Middle East. 

This chapter is a comparative study of the mystical experience as depicted in Raja 

Alem’s My Thousand and One Nights (2007), and Shahrnush Parsipur’s Touba and the 
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Meaning of Night (2006). A search in the literature shows a lack of comparative analyses 

of My Thousand and Touba, so this study contributes to the ongoing critical discussion of 

both works by adding a new angle to it, both in terms of linking Sufism to magical realism 

and in its comparative approach. 

My Thousand and One Nights by Raja Alem was originally published in 1998 in 

Arabic under the title Sidi Wahdana and was translated into English in 2007 by the author 

in collaboration with Tom McDonough. It consists of 79 tales under different titles, 

covering different themes that are connected to the frame story of the narrative. It is set 

in the holy city of Mecca, as are most of Alem’s novels, and its time frame extends from 

the twentieth century to present-day Mecca, a transitional period of Mecca from being 

traditional to modernity. It tells the story of Jummo and her family who hold a very 

important position in Mecca. Jummo is the middle daughter to Nara and Sheikh 

Mohammed Al-baikwaly: Sheikh of the Zamzam Water Carriers. The narrative follows 

Jummo’s life during her adolescence until her sudden death. She is raised in her father’s 

house and depicted as a rebellious persona who defies social norms with her 

waywardness. She has many lovers like Mayajan, divorces her husband, and forms an 

intimate relationship with a mystical character named Sidi Wahdana. 

Touba and the Meaning of Night by Shahrnush Parsipur was published in Iran in 

1989 and was translated from Persian to English in 2006 by Havva Houshmand and 

Kamran Talattof. It is composed of four lengthy numbered chapters with no titles or 

names. It is set in Iran, mainly in the city of Tehran and a few other places, and its 

timeframe is around a decade from the beginning of the twentieth century to just before 

the establishment of the Islamic Republic in 1979. The protagonist Touba is a spiritual 

character who meets a Sufi master, after which her life undergoes many changes. The 

novel follows Touba’s long life, nearly one hundred years, from her early childhood to 

womanhood and old age. It begins when she is a little girl, educated by her father but 
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things change after her father’s death. When she is fourteen years old, she proposes to 

marry an old relative of fifty-two years to save her mother from this marriage. She 

divorces this man and remarries to a Qajar prince; they have children, but she divorces 

him when he marries a second wife. She spends her time weaving carpets and undergoes 

a mystic path, finding solace in Sufism. 

The remainder of the chapter is organised as follows: it firstly provides a brief 

background of Sufism and shows why I view it to be marginal in the Middle East. It then 

reviews the existing literature on the selected texts and asserts the need for a Sufi-based 

reading that echoes the practice of magical realism. Next is the textual analysis and 

contextual discussion of the selected works. This comprises three main aspects. Firstly, I 

investigate the poetics and aesthetics and the ways in which the narrative is constructed, 

which underlines how the magical is employed in the narrative to portray the mystical 

experience of the characters. Secondly, I explore the ways in which I consider the 

mythical and the mystical to be the main sources of the magical formulation in the 

narratives. Thirdly, I outline the political dimension of employing Sufi thought, the 

development of the female characters in their quest to follow the Sufi path and the role of 

immersing themselves in Sufi transcendental ideas. I argue that the mystical experience 

in these narratives offers a site of resistance to dominant ideology by which a 

marginalised Sufi perspective is emphasised and is thus used “as a means of self-assertion 

by individuals and groups, particularly those on the periphery of a given culture” (Moores, 

2014, p. 177). Overall, this chapter follows a close reading of the texts and considers the 

philosophy of Sufism as an approach to the experience of mysticism as portrayed in the 

narratives under analysis. Therefore, a combination of textual and contextual readings of 

the narratives is applied.   
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5.2 Magical Realism, Sufism and Peripherality  

Alem’s My Thousand and Parsipur’s Touba have scarcely been investigated in the 

literature, especially from the point of view of studying the use of Sufism as a magical 

realist tool. In fact, the critical reading of the novels seems preoccupied with feminist 

schools of thought, disregarding other matters the texts address. Evidently, there seems 

to be a lack of consideration in the literature of the role of Islamic mysticism and the 

practice of spirituality in the Middle East and its influence on magical realism. It is vital, 

therefore, to view Islamic mysticism as one substantial topic to be investigated in the 

literary field of magical realism. 

 With regards to Raja Alem’s My Thousand and One Nights, Mazloum approaches 

Alem’s work with a postcolonial perspective. In “The Native Informant as A Cross-

Cultural Mediator” (2016), She rereads Spivak’s concept of the ‘native informant’ in a 

rather positive way to mean a mediator between two unalike cultures (Arabic and Western 

in this case). She draws a comparison between Scheherazade in The Nights and the female 

protagonists in My Thousand. Zohr, the main narrator of Alem’s novel, plays the role of 

the informant, in that she acts as “the mediator”, narrating the story of her aunt Jummo 

and revealing her secrets both to the implied (Western) reader and to Hassan Al-Basri, 

“her main listener” (Mazloum, 2016, p. 224). In so doing, the narrative bridges the gap 

between the local Meccan society and the global domain, thus functioning to enhance 

cross-cultural interaction.  

In “The Mystical as a Social Commodity” (2020), Almaeen applies biographical 

and contextual approaches to study the influence of social norms on shaping women’s 

mystical experiences, using Islamic feminism and postcolonial theories. She shows how 

mysticism helps in the formation of women’s agency and argues that Alem uses Sufi 

elitism of knowledge to challenge “both ideological and Patriarchal” practices against 
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women (Almaeen, 2020, p. 874). Although her article briefly touches upon the magical 

realist aspect of the text, it neglects the consideration of Sufism as a manifestation of 

magical realism. Instead, it proposes to read the mystical as a reaction to the social norms 

of Meccan society and is thus approached as an alternative representation of reality, not 

fantastical or magical but real.   

With reference to Shahrnush Parsipur’s Touba and the Meaning of Night, Joodaki 

and Elyasi’s study “Deconstructing Phallogocentrism” (2015) examines the formation of 

female identity in the novel through the lens of psychoanalytic feminism, applying Jacque 

Lacan’s theory of ‘subject formation’ and Helene Cixous’s idea of écriture féminine. 

Through undermining the phallogocentric symbolic order, a new discourse for women 

emerges, reflecting upon the female experience and constructing her identity using a 

female language.    

In Writing Muslim Identity (2012), Nash discusses the construction of Muslim 

identity in Touba with a particular focus on the female characters, analysing their 

portrayal from a feminist angle. He investigates the impact of religion, culture and politics 

on the process of identity formation in Iran. The complexity of Iranian history results in 

a rather complex female identity. Moreover, the constant change in the political domain 

and the various dimensions of Iranian society ultimately determine the place of women 

in public and private spheres.   

Previous research can only be considered a first step towards a more profound 

understanding of My Thousand and Touba. As can be seen, their only focus seems to be 

on a critical feminist reading of the novels, neglecting other important elements. As a 

result, there is a lack of a deeper understanding of Sufism within a magical realist 

framework. Moreover, this study differs in that it engages with both textual and contextual 

paradigms of the literary works. It does so by looking into the narrative voice, the 
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mythical and mystical as the main sources of magical realism and understanding the 

political dimension behind the deployment of Sufi ideology.  

Moving to examine the philosophy of Sufism, tasawwuf, it is commonly defined 

as Islamic mysticism and it generally refers to the pursuit of a spiritual path by persons 

who devote themselves to the divine. The person who follows this path is called a Sufi 

and is “a Muslim ascetic who withdrew from the world and attained a high degree of piety 

and closeness to God” (Hill, 2019, p. 3).  

To understand the essence of Sufism, it is helpful to review some commonly used 

terminology in this context. There are four stages in the tasawwuf journey and they are, 

in order: shari’a, tarīqa, haqīqa and marifa. Trimingham (1998) states that “the seeker 

traces the stages of cosmic evolution. The stages of shari’a, tarīqa, and haqīqa are 

represented as bridging four spheres of existence or natures — human, angelic, dynamic, 

and divine natures” (159). Shari’a, Islamic law, is “a starting-point” in this path and one 

which is fundamental in all Islamic sects (159) and “is concerned with the observance of 

the outward manifestations of religion”; whereas haqīqa, or Reality, “concerns inward 

vision of divine power” (142). They respectively refer to external and internal dimensions 

of Islam. Sufism is more concerned with the inner self. Next is the practical way of 

Sufism, tarīqa, which refers to the Sufi path and the spiritual development that aims to 

seek the ultimate Truth (haqīqa) and to reach unity with the Divine. It also means the 

different ways of the Sufi orders, as Trimingham (1998) clarifies: it is “a practical method 

… to guide a seeker by tracing a way of thought, feeling, and action, leading through a 

succession of ‘stages’ to experience divine Reality (haqīqa)” (4). The higher stage of 

tasawwuf is ma’rifa, which denotes intuitive knowledge, gnosis and wisdom; it is not 

acquired but “is reached by passage through ecstatic states” (Trimingham, 1998, p. 3) and 

is the station of prophets and saints.  
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This study views Sufism as a system from the periphery due to religious, political, 

and cultural factors. Sufism is largely considered out of mainstream Islam: “mysticism as 

a system of thought was marginal to Islam” (Trimingham, 1998, p. 249). In the context 

of Saudi Arabia and Iran, Sufism is marginal to mainstream Sunni and Shia Islam, 

respectively. This is despite Sufism thriving in some regions of both countries, for 

instance it had been predominant in Hejaz, the Western region of the country where 

Mecca is located. Trimingham (1998) notes that “the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries saw the orders attacked on all sides” (246). In the modern time, it remains a 

minority sect and thus the narratives are situated in majority non-Sufi cultures.  

Moreover, Sufism represents a viewpoint detached from materialist perception 

and appreciate a spiritual value of life. Trimingham ( 1998) states: “the term Sufi was 

first applied to Muslim ascetics who clothed themselves in coarse garments of wool (suf)” 

(1).  Indeed, Sufism originated as an act of asceticism, zuhd to be precise, signifying self-

denial and detachment from worldly pleasures in pursuit of a heavenly path. In today’s 

modern world, which inclines towards consumption and excess, spirituality is not 

widespread in comparison to materialism. To follow a path of asceticism is not the norm 

but an exception, especially in the developed world: “the decline of the orders is so 

marked since they were strongest in towns, and towns have been most affected by modern 

change” (Trimingham, 1998, p. 252). In the Middle East in particular, “both the orders 

and interest in tasawwuf have almost vanished” (Trimingham, 1998, p. 252).  

On top of that, when examining gender dynamics within the Sufi tradition, it 

appears to be male dominant. Smith states though that “in the history of Islam, the woman 

saint made her appearance at a very early period, and in the evolution of the cult of saints 

by Muslims, the dignity of saintship was conferred on women as much as on men” (1) 

and Trimingham (1998) declares that “mysticism was the only religious sphere where 

women could find a place” (18). While the presence of female guidance and sainthood 
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like Rabi’a Al-Adawiyya is noted in this tradition, Sufism is nonetheless largely 

associated with prominent Muslim masters like Al-Ghazali, Ibn Arabi and Rumi. Sufi 

thought and practice have been controlled by males; this is evident since women did not 

enter the mystical domain in the same manner as their male counterparts : “Sufism in its 

historical development and its multiple contexts, like all other areas of Islamic thought, 

has been characterized by tensions between patriarchal inclinations and gender-

egalitarian impulses” (Shaikh, 2009, p. 782). Exploring both the Sufi-oriented writing of 

female authors and mystical experiences of female subjects attempts to counter the 

marginality within this tradition.  

According to Elmarsafy (2012), “the turn to Sufism in the literature… marks an 

attempt at reappropriating and redefining individuality along lines that evade the dogmas 

of institutional religious and political restriction” (5). Departing from this statement, I 

argue that Alem and Parsipur have approached Sufi ethics in their literary works to 

counteract mainstream ideology, be it orthodox Islam, materialism (and modernity), or 

male dominance. 

5.3 The Mystical Experience in My Thousand and Touba  

There are issues that arise with the study of mysticism and the literary practice of 

magical realism. The former concept intersects with the latter; at times it is difficult to 

distinguish between what is “mystical” and what is “magical”. Indeed, on many occasions 

the two terms have been used interchangeably, referring more or less to the same 

principle. Hence, some propose to replace the term “magical realism” with “spiritual 

realism” (Gavillon, 2013) or “mystical realism” (Aniago & Nwaozuzu, 2019). This 

dilemma is presumably the ramification of a spiritual essence largely found in magical 

realism. Mainly because this practice draws from ancient belief systems, it is then 

implemented by novelists as a magical component in the text.  



 

156 
 

But there is a nuance to these arguments that needs be addressed and clarified in 

the present study. Mysticism has connotations of religious traditions and belief systems: 

“the word ‘mystical’ implies a hierarchical distinction between a domain of everyday 

normal waking experience and a domain of experience that is more fundamental or 

central” (Brainard, 1996, p. 375), whereas magic comes from multiple sources, religious 

and otherwise. As can be seen thus far in the thesis, the magical ranges from religious and 

regional mythologies to the implementation of entirely fantastical occurrences. This 

chapter adds mysticism as a significant source of the magical in the practice of the mode. 

I regard ‘the magical’ to be more generic category that encapsulates many forms, 

including mystical, mythical and fantastical, whereas ‘the mystical’ is only one paradigm 

of the magical dimension in the literary tradition of magical realism.  

Furthermore, to concur on, or even describe, what is a mystical experience seems 

perplexing, as Brainard (1996) states: “it has proven difficult to agree on what it means 

for an experience to be mystical” (359). Fontana (2007) remarks that such an experience 

is “almost impossible to convey to others through the medium of language” as it happens 

in “a state of altered consciousness” (163). Others have attempted to define the mystical 

experience as having “a host of beliefs and experiences” (Penner, 1989, p. 11); as “a form 

of awareness in which the experiential sense of a separate subject and object is not 

present” (King, 1988, p. 273); and as “one of pure consciousness or unmediated 

awareness” (Forman, 1990, p. 21-25).  

Brainard (1996) sums up the different approaches to define the mystical 

experience. Some scholars, King (1988); and Forman (1990), view it as a coherent 

category, in the sense that there is a universal mystical experience identified through 

“common empirical qualities among mystical experiences” (362); others, like Penner 

(1989), argue for the impossibility of a linguistic description of the mystical experience 

because “the category ‘mystical’ is a linguistic artifact and should not be confused with 
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real experiences themselves that are culturally conditioned and fundamentally different 

from tradition to tradition” (362); to those who identify similarities in the linguistic 

description of the mystical experience across cultures, yet it is indeterminate if this 

etymological similarity actually reflects the real experience or not, so “the question of 

whether the experiences themselves are at all similar” (362) remains unanswered.  

To solve this predicament, Brainard (1996) approaches the mystical experience 

by identifying its characteristics: “the experiences we call ‘mystical’ or translate from 

other languages as being ‘mystical’ all have two characteristics…‘non-ordinariness’ and 

‘profundity’” (362). The ‘non-ordinariness’ trait describes the experiential process in the 

sense that being in or reaching a mystical state is a non-ordinary and bewildering 

undertaking, mainly because of the unconventional aspects involving the divine, and thus 

the process of undergoing such experience cannot be explained according to our 

conventional understanding, it is beyond descriptive words, or “ineffable” as William 

James (1902) puts it (299). The ‘profundity’ trait refers to how the experience is profound 

because it deals with sacred matters or “ultimate issues such as God or a saving angelic 

being or ultimate reality and truth” (Brainard, 1996, p. 375) and it is not concerned with 

mundane earthly matters. It “prioritizes experiences according to the value of their 

content” (Brainard, 1996, p. 378). In short, “the trait of ‘non-ordinariness’ depends on a 

distinction between experiential processes that are naturalistically explainable and those 

that are not. Profundity refers to the content of the experience and reflects a similar 

distinction but one that is drawn between the derivative and the foundational” (Brainard, 

1996, p. 375).  

Accordingly, the mystical experience in the current study refers specifically to 

that which inclines toward Islamic mysticism and the philosophy of Sufism, drawing on 

Brainard’s (1996) statement that “the content of mystical revelatory experiences seemed 

to depend greatly on contextual factors like religion, culture, language, and motive” (360). 
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And it follows Trimingham’s (1998) view that “mysticism and theosophy are, therefore, 

the personal experience and expression of the mystery which lies within the religions, the 

testimony of the realities which lie beyond empirical experience” (139). The last 

statement reveals how mysticism interacts with magical realism in that they both 

challenge the Western pragmatic method as the only way of perceiving reality.  Hence, 

the mystical experience in Sufism ranges from dhikr, music and dance to a more 

transcendental experience that involves visions or dreams, to experience the divine 

power.  

My Thousand and Touba’s atmosphere are filled with mysticism, from reading 

Rumi’s poetry and dervishes dancing to his lyrics, to Touba’s visions and dreams of the 

divine, to her influence by and relationship with Sufi masters: in Touba, “the religious 

masters in the novel are Sufi masters, who guide the dervishes, or initiates, in their quests 

for spiritual truth” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. ix). In My Thousand, Sufi gatherings involve 

chanting sacred names of the divine to receive their power and the presence of mystical 

characters.  

5.3.1 Poetics and Aesthetics of Ecstasy 

This section is a textual-based analysis of the narrative techniques in My Thousand 

and Touba. I identify major stylistic characteristics of magical realist writing and pinpoint 

any poetic patterns. In so doing, I demonstrate how a heavily mystical narrative intersects 

with the practice of magical realism, thus creating fertile ground for studying the practice 

of magical realism in the Middle East. The areas to be covered are the narrative voice, the 

technique of storytelling and the different layers of narrativity.  

The structure of My Thousand consists of 79 tales under different titles, covering 

different themes that are connected to the frame story of the narrative. In other words, the 

short stories engage with the lives of the characters who are connected to the protagonist 
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Jummo one way or another; for example, members of her family, her lover Mayajan, the 

women of Mecca and so on. All these personas have relationships with Jummo and she 

functions as the main focal of this narrative. 

The structure of Touba marks lapses in that each chapter covers a certain period 

of her life, and subsequently of Iran’s political history. The first chapter covers the life of 

Touba since her early childhood with her knowledgeable father until her content life with 

her second husband the Qajar prince. In the second chapter, there is a gap of a decade 

where the reader is introduced to Touba’s children; her eldest is nine years old and her 

prince husband has escaped Iran because of overthrowing the Qajar dynasty. Another 

temporal gap occurs at the beginning of the third chapter, where Touba’s children are 

now married and many changes are transpiring in Iran’s political atmosphere.  

One significant element to study is the forms the narratives take. A single voice is 

eschewed by Alem, and multiple perspectives articulated. While Parsipur principally 

deploys a third-person narrator, more nuanced elements are also to be found. The act of 

narration shows how the plot is developing, reports ordinary and extraordinary events, 

and identifies the point of view in which the story is told from: “the narrative voice reports 

events that cannot be empirically verified, disrupts the identification of reliable 

representation in narrative with ordinary human consciousness” (Faris, 2004, p. 45). In 

My Thousand, the reader is presented with what can be regarded as external and internal 

points of view. The outside perspective is derived from a third-person omniscient narrator 

who knows it all, while the inside perspective is generated from within the story where 

the events are told from the point of view of its characters.  

To be precise, the internal viewpoints arise from a major character, named Zohr, 

and a minor one, Krazat Al-yosir. Zohr is the primary narrator of the story and she 

performs the act of narration by reading letters that tell the story of Jummo and uncovering 
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her adventures. Occasionally, Krazat Al-yosir takes over the role of a storyteller and 

becomes a participant narrator. They both use first-person narrative mode to convey their 

side of the story. Interestingly, though, the first-person narrator is not the protagonist 

(Jummo), but her nieces who witness some events and present them to the reader. This 

might be due to the fact that Jummo dies before the beginning of the narrative, and 

therefore cannot tell her own story if she is not there. 

Zohr and Krazat Al-yosir are portrayed as being sisters and they are Jummo’s 

nieces at the same time, so they have access to private details regarding Jummo’s life. 

However, the narrators’ relationship with Jummo is revealed to the reader, which helps 

to reach a conclusion regarding their credibility as narrators. They grew up with their 

Aunt Jummo but they did not have an agreeable relationship with her. Zohr states: “the 

moment my dark sister and I opened our eyes on our women-dominated world, we found 

ourselves at war with grandfather Mohammed al-Baikwaly’s daughters, Jummo foremost 

among them” (Alem, 2007, p. 6). In fact, conflict between the two narrators is exposed, 

in that Krazat seems to take over the narration role by force and thereby manipulates the 

flow of events: “My sister al-Yosir interrupts the story at this point, claiming that the tale 

I’m about to tell never took place” (Alem, 2007, p. 167). Zohr also states: “none of us 

contradict her… she possesses complete assurance about predicting the future by means 

of signs, dreams, coincidences and wild guesses” (Alem, 2007, p. 8). This finding leads 

us to question the credibility of the narrators as trustworthy sources of Jummo’s story.  

To overcome this flaw, Alem incorporates an external perspective. The third-

person narrator introduces the story before Zohr begins the act of narration and continues 

to present the overall plot throughout the narrative. This narrator is not assigned to any 

character and thus offers a rather objective point of view. Contrary to the third-person 

narrative, the first-person narrator has a limited, subjective and one-sided view, that is, 

the view of a character within a story. My Thousand is marked by its multi-perspectivity, 
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not only in the internal and external narrative stances but also within these categories like 

the first-person narrators (Zohr and Krazat Al-yosir). The complexity of the tale entails 

using this technique to present the inner thoughts of its characters, the many voices and 

sides of the tale, and to overcome the limitation of a single viewpoint.  

 With regards to the narrative voice in Touba, it is primarily narrated in a third-

person omniscient manner, which possesses unlimited knowledge about the events and 

the characters of the story. Through this type of narration, inner thoughts and feelings of 

the characters are revealed to the reader, as Yavari (2006) states: “although Parsipur tells 

the story of Touba’s life as a third-person omniscient narrator, the words and thoughts of 

various characters are almost invariably perceived from Touba’s perspective” (349). A 

multiple narrative voice can be detected in relation to both primary and secondary 

characters, in that their views and beliefs are equally presented to the reader, Talattof 

states: “her narratives are always told from several angles, from multiple perspectives, 

from the points of view of ordinary people” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. x). 

Similar to My Thousand, a first-person narrative is occasionally presented by the 

mystical character Prince Gil, who plays both a primary and a secondary role. He appears 

only occasionally in the narrative, but his presence is a substantial one. His account 

reflects on the past, so he can be regarded as a detached autobiography, in the sense that 

he lived long enough to reflect on his past life and that of the nation’s.  

Parsipur takes this a step further and assigns magical properties to this character, 

through his ability to live between different temporal realms. He lives for hundreds of 

years, witnesses the many changes and transformations of his native land and reports what 

he has seen to Touba and to the reader. There is a mystical aura that surrounds his 

character, hence “the nature and origin of [his] narrative voice is indeterminate” (Faris, 

2004, p. 48). The shift from third-person to first-person narrative reflects a temporal shift 
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between past and present. When the narrative switches to first-person it takes the reader 

to the past whereas the third-person narrative deals with both present and past events. 

Unlike the narrators Zohr and Krazat Al-yosir in My Thousand, Prince Gil seems to be a 

reliable narrator because he carries the memory and history of Persia. He fuses his 

personal tale with that of Persia, and thus can be considered as a truth-teller since he 

narrates factual historical events. 

Multiple narrators and multiplicity of narrative modes may offer a more profound 

understanding of the text, yet this technique may also result in further complexity and 

ambiguity, especially when combined with a magical narrative. As Faris (2004) 

explicates: “while magical realism builds on the multi-vocal techniques of modernist 

fiction, the nature and origin of narrative voice in magical realism… is more radically 

destabilized because of the presence of irreducible elements within an otherwise realistic 

narrative environment” (45). Therefore, a perspective shift adds to the complexity of the 

text. Adding multiple narrative layers and switching from one perspective to another does 

not necessarily lead to a better understanding of the text but may further complicate it. 

It also foregrounds a multi-layered narrative, a pattern that is observed in both 

narratives. This comes as a result of the multiple perspectives and the story within story 

technique: there are many levels of narrativity told from major and minor characters as 

well as by the omniscient narrator. Also, we find many levels of stories: sometimes we 

are presented with stories that involve the protagonists Touba and Jummo and at other 

times we read stories of other characters who either interact with the protagonists or have 

no relationship with them but still are incorporated into the narrative. But above all, we 

are presented with the juxtaposition of magical and realist realms, as Faris (2004) 

explains: “the multivocal nature of the narrative and the cultural hybridity that 

characterizes magical realism extends to its characters, which tend toward a radical 

multiplicity” (25).  
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Furthermore, in their intertextuality with The Nights, the narratives present yet 

another layer of narrativity. These layers represent a magical narrative that grows out 

from a realist one. Also, it indicates a “mythical, legendary” narrative that has drawn its 

magic from local customs and regional traditions. In My Thousand, one narrative layer 

tells the story of Jummo from childhood till death, her interaction with two main 

characters, namely Sidi Wahdana, the mystical character who accompanies Jummo 

throughout the narrative; and Mayajan, the simple boy who falls in love with Jummo and 

who wants to marry her but dies by throwing himself in Zamzam well because he cannot.  

Both novels use the technique of storytelling and are of course influenced to a 

great extent by the Middle Eastern folktales of The Nights. Indeed, Alem’s title makes 

this a direct reference, and the folk story is mentioned multiple times in the narrative: 

“Sidi tried to rewrite Jummo’s life to the tune of The Thousand and One Nights” (Alem, 

2007, p. 220). Moreover, the character of Hassan Al-basri is borrowed from The Nights: 

“it’s you my fingers keep tripping over whenever I leaf through the time-yellowed pages 

my aunt ripped from a copy of The Nights, so she’d have something to write on” (Alem, 

2007, p. 4). The narrative applies a one-way conversation between Zohr and Hassan Al-

basri in that she reads him the letters of Jummo. It also questions the selection of this 

figure and reveals that it serves as a connection between past and present:  

Why you, Hassan? Why should you be the one I tell my story to? What can I 

possibly say to Hassan of Basra, the celebrated character from The Thousand and 

One Nights, the finest goldsmith in all the Seven Heavens, a craftsman so 

masterful he can coax words from dumb beasts, whole paragraphs from inanimate 

objects…How could I tempt you with a story about today? … You are my rival, 

my confidante. We are each other’s instruments. (Alem, 2007, p. 42) 



 

164 
 

We can draw a comparison between Scheherazade of The Nights and the female 

characters of My Thousand. While Scheherazade tells stories to King Shahryar to save 

herself and other women from execution, Zohr does so to reveal Jummo’s secrets and her 

mystical experience. The act of storytelling, for both Scheherazade and Zohr, challenges 

male authority by providing alternative havens for women and by asserting their 

capabilities as knowledge providers and transcendent figures. Additionally, some believe 

that “Jummo… was the embodiment of Scheherazade” (Alem, 2007, p. 108) in that she 

could see “the waters of life that flow through the book…The Nights taught her to look 

toward what lies behind things, to the Beyond, to pass over superficial impressions and 

look deep inside” (Alem, 2007, p. 248). Although she is illiterate, she is able to circle the 

words she recognised in The Nights, tear the pages and reorganise them to write her own 

story, which is told to us by Zohr: “reverse the traditional role of Scheherazade as the 

storyteller” (Mazloum, 2016, p. 229). It also outlines the power of storytelling: “this one 

is a story of a thousand and one tricks for avoiding misery and tiredness, Jummo 

announced”; “in this story the power of the word is stronger than the power of the 

executioner’s hand” (Alem, 2007, p. 107). 

With regards to Parsipur’s narrative, it is also influenced by traditional folktales, 

as Yavari (2006) outlines: “the One Thousand and One Nights and other Persian folk 

tales… have allowed the composers of these narratives to highlight the magical wonders 

of Persian ‘reality’ throughout the centuries” (349-50). The influence of The Nights is not 

as direct as in Alem’s novel. Yet close scrutiny reveals similarity to the traditional 

folktales. For instance, the use of the word ‘night’ in Touba and the meaning of ‘Night’ 

is similar to that of The Thousand and One Nights. The novel’s title denotes “the 

seemingly endless nights of Touba’s life story” (Yavari, 2006, p. 340); and it refers to her 

spiritual quest for truth through darkness: “Touba, once a tree in Paradise where the 

mythical bird Simorgh liked to perch, and now the indomitable heroine of an epic tale, 
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sets out to find the meaning of the night” (Yavari, 2006, p. 353). Also, night was the time 

for Scheherazade to tell her stories to King Shahryar and the act of oral storytelling is 

traditionally performed as people gathered around fire at night-time. Besides, at night, 

magical elements and mystical figures appear: “In the early dawn, every supernatural and 

miraculous thing seemed real” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 29).  

A story-within-a-story technique is the result of the act of storytelling. This is 

apparent in Alem’s division of the narrative into substories, with each story having its 

own theme but contributing to the overall frame narrative. It is not that explicit in Touba 

because the lines between the frame and embedded narratives are blurred. But it can be 

detected whenever the character of Prince Gil begins his act of storytelling.  

In Touba, Prince Gil is the one who performs the act of storytelling. He tells the 

story of Persian history at the times of the Mongols and intertwines a personal mystical 

tale with a historical collective story. He tells his stories travelling in between present and 

past. Once in 1904 while commuting between Russia and Iran, he met a young Russian 

man, the same young man he saw “seven hundred years ago in the deserts of Turkistan” 

(Parsipur, 2006b, p. 115) at the time of the Roman Empire. There is not only a temporal 

interruption, but also a historical reference that adds value and authenticity to the overall 

narrative, as Yavari (2006) outlines: “the readers of Parsipur’s fiction, much like the 

readers of One Thousand and One Nights who are accustomed to mixtures of fantasy and 

reality, do not hesitate to accept the simultaneous presence of the supernatural and natural 

events in her stories” (350). This technique also suggests that the lines between history 

and novel or fact and fiction are blurred in the narrative of magical realism, as Faris (1995) 

states: “another related boundary to be blurred is the one between fact and fiction” (173). 

In fact, this precise feature is one characteristic of magical realist writing. 
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The act of storytelling functions to resolve problems, as Prince Gil clarifies to 

Touba: “I once told you a story? It was the story of a Master in Bukhara. But I did not 

finish the story. Since that day, my heart has been restless, needing to tell you the end of 

the story. I have to tell someone so I can solve the problem” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 163). 

The tradition of oral storytelling served many objectives beside entertainment of 

audiences, such as documenting historical events, solving problems and empowering 

women to tell their stories: “the passionate voice of Scheherazade, the prototypical 

storyteller, has indeed established itself as a contemporary literary force. The women in 

post-revolutionary Iran write because they feel they have to” (Yavari, 2006, p. 347). 

In Touba, we can locate two main layers of narrativity in the text. One departs 

from realist conventions and the other defies all sense of reality and logic. The former is 

concerned with Touba’s life, her childhood, her marriages, her children and the other 

people she meets in her life, like the families that rent a room in her house; the latter 

revolves around the character of Prince Gil, his wife Layla and the murdered girl Setarah. 

Yavari (2006) states: 

This approach, in turn, allows for a juxtaposition of different discourses. In this 

sense, the magical realism of Parsipur’s novels and short stories manifests itself 

as more than a stylistic device to lure the readers. By shuttling back and forth 

between past and present, between real and magic, by refusing to give either the 

magic or the real the upper hand, her technique questions and subverts traditional 

oppositions and hierarchies and challenges to dissolve them. (350-351) 

Touba’s narrative is linear and chronological and can be considered as 

Bildungsroman, in that it follows her life from being a little girl until she is an elderly 

woman who dies alone in her house. In Touba: 
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Time in the novel is simultaneously bound and boundless, both linear and cyclical. 

On the one hand, readers may follow Iranian history chronologically through the 

various stages of Touba’s life. On the other hand, however, history is depicted as 

almost obsessively circular. She skilfully employs these two notions of time, to 

make manifest the archetypal essence of such characters, as Prince Gil and his 

wife, Layla, who represents his unconscious female self. (Yavari, 2006. p. 353) 

The linear style is disrupted whenever the character of Prince Gil appears.  His narrative 

is fragmented, highly mystical and mythical and challenges our ordinary conception of 

time and space. In between these two narratives, a third narrative emerges, a historical 

one that not only tells the history of Iran, but exposes its political upheavals.  

The treatment of time in both novels highlights a transition from one era to 

another, a progress that is not necessarily constructive. In fact, there seems to be a 

nostalgic sentiment toward the old days. This is apparent in the protagonists’ reflection 

of their past and their clinging to childhood memories. There seem to be melancholic 

sentiments towards the idea of time. Both novels cover a long period of time and multi-

generations of one family. They signal a transition from one time to another on many 

levels. For instance, not only people’s behaviour changes but also spatial changes are 

spotted as both countries progress from tradition to modernity. Both narratives seem to 

portray the past in a contented manner whereas a pessimistic feeling is associated with 

the present time, a semi-refusal of the changes that are taking place and a fear of what the 

future is bringing.  

One characteristic of magical realism is its defying the conventions of time and 

space (Faris, 1995, p. 173). Magical and mystical temporal and spatial settings can be 

found, like the Netherland, underworld, a parallel universe that is unseen but is sensed by 

the protagonists. This entails different temporal and spatial realms that do not correspond 
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with our ordinary senses of these notions, so they can be perceived as illogical and 

perhaps magical. It subverts our ordinary perception of time and space.  

Alem declares in one of her interviews that some of the characters are present in 

her real life (her aunt for example). Also, Alem herself is the daughter of the Sheikh of 

the Zamzam water carriers, which ties her to the protagonist Jummo. Her novel is believed 

to be an historical account of three generations of Alem’s own family (Mazloum, 2016, 

p. 216). It is thus self-referential in the way it presents “the story of Raja Alem’s maternal 

ancestors, with a particular focus on the story of Jummo, her aunt” (Almaeen, 2020, p. 

876). In one Interview with Saudi Arabian writer Raja Alem, she says “When I write I 

am free, like flying in my dreams” (Reif, 2014). Alem expresses how her narrative reflects 

her own life as she states: “my novels are extensions of myself. Through them, I enter 

into worlds that are both ancient and futuristic at once” (Reif, 2014). Similarly to Alem, 

Parsipur uses real people in her life to be the foundation for her narrative: “my 

grandmother, who was named Touba, had told me that when she was eighteen years old 

and had divorced her husband, she was grabbling with a fancy to marry God” (Parsipur, 

2006a). She also declares: “my grandmother was the best gateway for me to present this 

literary world to my readers. I chose her as a model for all the women of Iran” (Parsipur, 

2006a) 

Overall, both narratives are similar in their use of intertextuality with Middle 

Eastern, Persian, Arabic and Islamic folktales, and in their juxtaposition of different 

narrative modes (reality and fantastical). They are not single-viewed but incorporate 

multiple perspectives. They deploy innovative and experimental uses of magical realism 

tailored as a mystical tale.  
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5.3.2 The Magical, the Mythical and the Mystical 

In My Thousand and Touba, the effect of magical realism is constructed mainly 

through the use of Islamic mysticism since Sufism “formed channels of power with the 

supernatural world” (Trimingham, 1998, p. 230). Indeed, the practice of Sufism is rich 

with what can be perceived as magical properties and thus corresponds to the essence of 

magical realism. This is apparent in the belief of miraculous sainthood, known as karāmat 

Al-Awliy, which refers to supernatural capabilities of Sufi saints: “the state of sanctity 

(wilaya) is characterized by the manifestation of karāmat, gifted spiritual powers” 

(Trimingham, 1998, p. 26). For instance, the mystic’s ability to see the unseen through 

dreams and visions: “the mystic speaks the imaginative language of vision, symbol, and 

myth, through which he can express truths beyond the reach of formal theology” 

(Trimingham, 1998, p. 139). The magical effect is also manifested in the power of the 

sacred that is bestowed on those who follow this path, because, as Trimingham (1998) 

explains, saints are believed “to be depositaries of divine power (baraka) which enables 

them to discern truth supernaturally, as well as work miracles” (73). Sufi saints are 

assumed to be able to know the unknown through prophecy: “the mystical gnosis 

[ma’rifa] which enables those so favoured to unveil the secrets of the unseen world of 

reality and contemplate the mysteries of being” (Trimingham, 1998, p. 140).  

Both narratives portray their protagonists Jummo and Touba as mystical 

characters who possess supernatural qualities, but more than that, other characters appear 

as magical, mystical and mythical. In My Thousand, the magical transpires in various 

means, particularly in relation to the mystical spirit Sidi Wahdana and Jummo. The latter 

is portrayed as “a creature of the magical kind… a woman who instinctively welcomed 

invaders of all sorts, whether they be winds, strange lights, or Soldiers of the Unknown” 

(Alem, 2007, p. 12-13). She is described as comprising a wild personality that defies 

conventional norms and goes against what is customary; has a compelling desire for 
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“abandoning herself to the Unknown” (Alem, 2007, p. 31); summons invisible spirits like 

Sidi’s spirit and embraces the animal spirit within herself.  

As her supernatural abilities thrive, Jummo is able to see the unseen and to 

penetrate darkness to feel “hazy figures and strange creatures” (Alem, 2007, p. 39) 

roaming at night and commuting across known and unknown spaces. She also develops 

miraculous effects on humans and non-humans alike. For instance, the narrative depicts 

Jummo riding the snow-white donkey like a dervish whirling in a Sufi moment:  

When she stroked the animal’s hide it went crazy and started dancing the holy 

dance of a dervish, forgetting everything but her rider’s electrifying touch. The 

black shadows of her snowy shape jumped and swayed from wall to wall, from 

ceiling to floor, till at last Dumboshi dismounted, dazed, still whirling, lost in 

murky excruciating ecstasy that only true riders know. (Alem, 2007, p. 49)  

Sidi Wahdana is pictured as an extra-worldly being who becomes Jummo’s 

spiritual guide and lover. The narrative describes him as “the ancient dervish” (Alem, 

2007, p.  14); “Mecca’s most notorious dervish” (Alem, 2007, p. 7); “the blind dervish” 

(Alem, 2007, p. 38); “the scariest dervish in all of Mecca” (Alem, 2007, p. 4). The figure 

of the dervish is largely found in Sufi practice: a dervish’s world is one that “combines 

poverty with‚ safāʾ and satisfaction” (Elmarsafy, 2012, p. 19). The intrinsic content, 

despite poverty, is attributed to the Sufi faith and practice, in that the performance of Sufi 

rituals like whirling and dhikr ceremonies provides a profound meaning for their lives 

and helps to uplift their souls to beyond everyday worry about mundane matters.  

Jummo and Sidi Wahdana develop a close and intimate relationship as they are 

drawn to each other. Their first encounter is enraptured in a magical and mystical way. It 

transpires in the Garden of al-Ashraf in Mecca; this grove has a pond, citrus fruits and 

roses: “during the cool hours of morning and evening, to pluck the roses and squeeze 
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nectar from their petals. This syrup they poured into the pond in the centre of the garden, 

scattering the petals across the water” (Alem, 2007, p. 36). Jummo, wearing a green dress 

and while riding a donkey, meets the blind dervish “bending over the edge of the pond 

having a drink” (Alem, 2007, p. 37). He appears out of nowhere “in this all-female 

paradise” (37). Although he is blind, he is able to see her: Jummo “felt certain he was 

seeing her - yes, blind he truly was, yet truly he was seeing her” (Alem, 2007, p. 37). In 

fact, his eyes turned green, reflecting the colour of her dress and the heavenly garden they 

are in: “this was the first time Sidi’s eyes had ever been green. No, never before had they 

been this colour - never green, everyone was absolutely sure of it - not even by accident, 

nor because of some mistake - no, no, emerald green had no place at all in the legend of 

Sidi Wahdana” (Alem, 2007, p. 38). This colour identification – green, colour of nature - 

via non-functioning sight gives a magical and intense sense of the connection, beyond 

ordinary human interaction.  

The intimacy of this instance is revealed to the reader: Jummo “cupped her hands, 

scooped up a drink of rosewater, and slowly raised it to the dervish’s lips. With every 

drop he sipped, she felt closer to him, for it was herself she was offering” (Alem, 2007, 

p. 37). The narrative describes this moment as an “out-of-time instant she’d been 

wandering in” (Alem, 2007, p. 37). To add to the mystery of this encounter, nobody was 

able to see Sidi but Jummo. Indeed, he vanished into the water just as he mysteriously 

appeared in the first place, as the narrative explains: “the other girls didn’t notice Sidi’s 

emergence… of the vanishing dervish not a trace remained, no evidence at all as to 

whether his apparition had been real or the product of the girl’s overheated imagination” 

(Alem, 2007, p. 39).  

Subsequently, Jummo starts to see Sidi on multiple occasions and in different 

forms. She meets him once in a mystical atmosphere, during a Sufi gathering near Mecca 

at the grave of Sitana Mymona, the late wife of the Prophet Mohammed. This time, they 
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have a lengthy encounter where they exchange ideas regarding life and death, and Sidi’s 

light and dark sides. They experience a highly spiritual and intimate bond; they become 

one: “whenever and wherever I appear, you must drown with me - be one with me, come 

close to me that there is not hairs-breadth of space for anyone to come between us. Be 

me” (Alem, 2007, p. 97). From this moment on, Sidi becomes Jummo’s qareen, her 

soulmate. The idea of qareen is present in Islam and refers to a companion spirit as 

mentioned in the Qur’an: “And whoever is blinded from remembrance of the Most 

Merciful – We appoint for him a devil, and he is to him a companion” (43:36). The exact 

nature of qareen is unknown but is speculated to be a jinn or a Satan or an angel. What 

can be confirmed is that a qareen is an invisible spirit that acts as someone’s companion. 

When Alem’s narrative reveals that Sidi Wahdana becomes Jummo’s qareen, this further 

complicates her characterisation and links him to the figure of the jinn.  

Besides the mystical character of Sidi Wahdana, the practice of magic and 

witchcraft is apparent in magic spells: “such writing ... was a magic formula, a message 

in a pagan tongue obscure to my father, intelligible only to the person to whom it was 

addressed; namely, Sheikh Baikwaly” (Alem, 2007, p. 142). There are also incidents 

where the jinn impersonate animals and humans. For instance, Hanim the cat: “a spirit 

from the underworld” that accompanied Jummo’s father everywhere: “he’s been 

bewitched by that bewitched witch of a cat, Hanim” (Alem, 2007, p. 140). The novel can 

be described as “a wonder-world of visions and miracles, a spirit-world inhabited by jinn” 

(Trimingham, 1998, p. 225). The words of God, reciting the Qur’an, are presented 

carrying magical power to calm the inner self and diminish harmful spirits. these words 

“stressed the power of the Word of God…the names of God, of phrases like the Basmala, 

or Qur’anic verses (Ayat al-Kursi), or chapters (sura Ya Sin). The association of these 

‘words’… gives these magical properties… Power symbolism in Islam is, therefore, 

primarily based on words” (Trimingham, 1998, p. 28).  
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Other forms of magic are to be found too. With regards to Touba, magic takes 

various forms in the novel, mainly with the mythical characters of Prince Gil and Layla, 

but even with Touba herself who undergoes moments that can be described as magical. 

The magical moments in Touba’s narrative initially manifest in the shape of dreams and 

visions: “appearance in visions and dreams (ruya and manam); the first experienced while 

waking and the other while sleeping” (Trimingham, 1998, p. 159). In the beginning of the 

narrative, Touba dreams of “bearing the divine seed” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 19), and 

“dreams of oneness with the being and nonbeing of her childhood” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 

30). As Touba proceeds further into the Sufi path, she begins to “receive pure visions” 

(Parsipur, 2006b, p. 103). On one occasion, she envisions her Sufi Master, Geda Alishah 

“levitating, floating at a level as high as the ceiling” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 210); also: “the 

experience of one night waking up and seeing that the Master was sitting next to her bed. 

He stated that it was two in the morning and asked her to remember him” (Parsipur, 

2006b, p. 210). Other mystical characters are portrayed experiencing transcendental 

visions: “these visions at times transported the other two men from the material world to 

the world Beyond” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 67). According to Trimingham (1998), “the 

importance of dreams and visions in the whole scheme of the Sufi Path can hardly be 

overstressed… and their significance in the life of individuals and society… a decisive 

point in the authorization of an illuminate to strike out along his own way” (190).  

Later in the narrative, Touba begins to develop supernatural traits including her 

ability to speak with the dead. This happens after her second divorce and the murder of 

Setareh, a girl who is killed by her uncle in Touba’s house and buried under the 

pomegranate tree in the yard. She is murdered because she was raped and got pregnant 

by soldiers who attacked her village in Azerbaijan. The ghost of the girl comes back after 

her death and her spirit roams Touba’s house and talks with her, as the narrative outlines: 

“the fourteen-year-old Setareh walked up and down in the yard, went to the cellar 
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washbasin to look at the shadow of her own body, then sat on the steps in sorrow” 

(Parsipur, 2006b, p. 195). It becomes customary for Touba to see “the girl walking in the 

yard” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 173), to observe her as a living person who endures her 

pregnancy, her belly growing larger every day. But Parsipur puts a twist that exacerbates 

the magical affect in Setareh’s account, in that she never gives birth as her pregnancy is 

repeated over and over again for many years: “it was of course unusual that a human 

being should carry a child for more than nine months. But could the dead do it? In 

Setareh’s case, the pregnancy had lasted for years and years” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 193). 

The physical bearing of this unusual pregnancy is described in a mesmerising way: 

“Setareh walked with great difficulty. After a few years, she did not walk at all. She sat 

under the tree, her huge stomach covering half the yard” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 175).  

Even though this occurrence is supernatural, it is narrated as if it is real and 

accepted by the characters in the novel: “the reader may hesitate (at one point or another) 

between two contradictory understandings of events… (whether) an event as a character’s 

hallucination or as a miracle” or “as a clear use of allegory” (Faris, 1995, p. 171-72). For 

example, the dead pregnant girl affected Touba’s behaviour and movement in the house 

as she “tried to avoid bumping into the girl’s stomach. Part of the yard, she believed, now 

belonged to Setareh, and her walks through the yard soon developed their own particular 

pattern” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 175). The girl’s presence under the pomegranate tree affects 

how Touba behaves around her children, although it is unknown to all except Touba; she 

sets boundaries that need to be respected and not crossed. Also, Touba is portrayed 

tending to the girl’s emotional state: “During her long, lonely hours, Touba realized that 

Setareh did indeed speak. The girl often expressed angst. She did not know when her 

child would be born and Touba consoled her” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 193); and when the 

girl’s uncle sends a letter to Touba she buries it in the grave so the girl can read it 

(Parsipur, 2006b, p. 174).  
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Touba’s supernatural powers flourish and become potent as she immerses herself 

further in the Sufi path. She develops an “ability to predict the future” (Parsipur, 2006b, 

p. 103), with the help of Setareh: “whenever Touba asked her a question, she gave her the 

answer” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 195). For example, she can reveal the gender of her 

children’s unborn babies and tell them what events will happen in the future. As a result, 

“Touba began to be treated with respect as a seer and a dervish — a gifted mystic” 

(Parsipur, 2006b, p. 195). 

In Sufi philosophy, it is believed that Walis, Sufi masters, have Karamat and that 

they are able to transcend time and space. Apparently, the source of Touba’s magical 

abilities is Sufism as she is perceived as a mystical character even in the eyes of dervishes 

and other Sufi masters: “From Dervish Hasan’s point of view, the incident at the cemetery 

and the woman’s dangerous persistence in her hunger strike to the point of suicide were 

all signs of her abnormality. These also indicated that she must be of the particular group 

who have no choice but to follow the path of Sufi tradition, for in no other way could they 

find happiness” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 103). The narrative outlines her connection with the 

metaphysical realm: 

There were powers trying to contact her, powers of great significance related to 

the presence of that man, lightning and the songs of King Solomon’s hoopoe bird, 

the spirits of ancestors and prophets, the innocent souls of dead children, women 

without husbands, and orphans. These spirits were calling on her. She was certain 

that Mr. Khiabani was a messenger of the prophets. He was now invoking her by 

his divine power. (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 45) 

Touba, like Jummo, is portrayed having intuitive ability and knowledge that align them 

with the realm of mysticism. As Trimingham (1998) explains, “the Sufi Way attracted 

people of a certain kind of temperament through the fascination of the numinous and 
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mysterious, the call to explore unknown realms open only to those prepared to follow a 

dedicated life” (227). Jummo and Touba appear perceptive of the divine power and the 

more they advance into the Sufi path the stronger the mystical experience becomes: “the 

divine mysteries are revealed by degrees, in proportion to a person’s spiritual growth and 

his receptivity” (Trimingham, 1998, p. 140).  

Besides Touba, the characters of Prince Gil and Layla are also decidedly 

extraordinary. They are borrowed from Persian mythology, so they are eternal in the sense 

that they have lived for hundreds if not thousands of years. Parsipur reveals that Prince 

Gil is appropriated from the mythical tale The Epic of Gilgamesh. With regards to Layla’s 

characterisation, she states: “I have taken Leila from the myth Lalita, which is also a myth 

from the region” (Parsipur, 2006a). Prince Gil symbolically embodies the male side while 

his wife Layla the female.  

The narrative articulates Touba’s perception of Prince Gil: “he seemed like a lion 

in the depths of a dark forest. She wondered whether or not she had met the prince prior 

to these times. The prince’s face seemed attached to some ancient memory, but she could 

not focus well enough to recall it” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 125). His narrative shows his 

magical voyages across temporal and spatial realms; part of the magic is the contradiction 

in depicting his character. He witnesses historical calamities like the Mongol invasion of 

Central Asia during the 13th and 14th centuries. He also lives in modern Iran as a prince 

who throws lavish parties in a Western style, and who also shows interest in mysticism.  

Similar to Prince Gil, Layla is a timeless character. When Prince Gil asks for her 

age, she replies: “One year.” The prince insists:  

“No, no, I mean your other age.” She laughed. “Ten thousand years!” and threw 

her shoulders up. “No, no, that is too much, you were never so old.” “Seven 
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thousand years,” she retorted. Prince Gil said, “No this is too little,” provoking 

the reply, “I am not yet born”. (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 81) 

Although the reader does not hear from Layla in a narrative of her own, the narrative 

describes the fantastical moments of accompanying Touba as she dies: “Layla’s 

connection to the realm of the underworld surfaces in the final pages of the novel and the 

last moments of Touba’s life. She illuminates Touba’s passage through the Land of 

Darkness and the Spring of Life, which sparkles under a blaze of light. She leads her to 

the realm of wisdom, and is her guide in approaching her legendary namesake tree” 

(Yavari, 2006, p. 353). Parsipur reveals that this undertaking reflects on the mythical tale 

of “the journey of the Sumerian goddess Inanna into the underground world, which was 

reflected later in the Babylonian and Assyrian myth of the goddess Ishtar”  (Parsipur, 

2006a). It also reflects on the Suhrawardi philosophy of Illumination, in which people: 

“turned to the wisdom of the ancient Persians whose doctrines he sought to revive and 

whose sages he considered as the direct inheritors of wisdom” (Nasr, 1964, p. 80).  

The very name of Touba carries a mystical meaning, referring to a legendary tree 

that is “rooted in paradise [and] spreads its branches over the house of the Prophet 

Mohammed and the homes of all the faithful” (Yavari, 2006, p. 340). The narrative shows 

how Touba learns that her name is derived from the tree and has been touched by this 

knowledge since her early childhood: “The first sentence that the girl learned remained 

in her memory forever: “Touba is a tree in paradise” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 14). The 

narrative reflects on the spiritual significance of the legendary tree. In the Sufi philosophy 

of Suhrawardi, the mythical bird Simorgh resides in the Tuba tree (Fischer, 2004, p. 136). 

In Islamic mythology, the heavenly tree is known as “the tree of divine light and wisdom” 

(Yavari 339). As a result, Touba is “overwhelmed by the dream of reaching her legendary 

namesake, seeing its light, and embracing its wisdom” (Yavari, 2006, p. 340). 
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As can be seen, Touba and Jummo are bestowed with supernatural abilities like 

clairvoyance that is derived from visions, dreams and conversing with spirits (ghosts and 

the jinn). They are able to see what is beyond the physical world, expose individuals’ 

secrets, predict the future and heal illness. In both narratives, magic is derived from local 

beliefs in myths and legends, with the addition of incorporating spiritual figures that have 

supernatural abilities, can transcend reality or bestow this effect on the protagonists. 

5.3.3 The Sacred and the Profane: Transcending Dichotomy 

This section studies the ideological and political dynamics behind the engagement 

with Sufi themes and ideas in the texts under scrutiny. Alem and Parsipur’s narratives 

underline tension where two opposing ideas or worldviews collide, such as male/ female 

and tradition/modernity. The incorporation of Sufi thought attempts to dissolve these 

polarities and highlight the need for spirituality and Sufism as one way of solving the 

tension that arises from irreconcilable binary oppositional thoughts. Indeed, this is one 

area where Sufism and magical realism overlap, in their refusal of binary oppositional 

thought and endorsement of a rather plural vision of life that does not explain divisions 

in contrast with one another. Sufism is viewed as “inconsistent with Western logic that 

adheres to the ‘either- or’ principle rather than to that of ‘both-and’ (Fontana, 2007, p. 

166). This is similar in magical realism where ideas such as: “mind and body, spirit and 

matter, life and death, real and imaginary, self and other, male and female” are subverted, 

in that “these are boundaries to be erased, transgressed, blurred, brought together, or 

otherwise fundamentally refashioned in magical realist texts” (Zamora & Faris, 1995, p. 

6). Magical realism represents multiple views of reality whereas realism is only perceived 

by a singular view of reality. This mode of expression is popular in non-Western cultures 

because in their systems of belief, there are matters unexplainable by logical and scientific 

means. Magical realism makes it possible to engage with these matters in a way that defies 

the Western way of thinking. Likewise, Sufism is accepted, and even endorsed, in some 
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Muslim cultures and the belief in unknown and invisible entities is not refused nor 

questioned. This is where magical realism and Sufism intersect, in their capacity to 

contain the unexplainable.  

The engagement with the various ideas of Sufism serves numerous goals, 

individually and collectively. It shows how adopting Sufi ideology provides agency and 

power, particularly to the female protagonists. Sufism provides the female characters with 

powerful tools to overcome their confinement intellectually, physically and spiritually. 

Jummo and Touba are characters in search of the ultimate truth and the essence of life. 

They both experience unsuccessful marriages that are imposed upon them due to social 

convention and they both rebel against these marriages: their narratives challenge “both 

ideological and patriarchal guardianship using Sufi elitism of knowledge” (Almaeen, 

2020, p. 874).  Alem (2007) describes domestic spaces inhabited by women as a “woman 

dominated world” (6), “female paradise” (50), and “a kingdom of women” (54). These 

phrases show the status of Meccan women, being limited to domestic spheres that become 

their own worlds. Yet, through mystical experience, women become able to surpass this 

limited world and go beyond its walls, if not bodily, then in spirit or imagination. In 

contrast, Parsipur’s narrative portrays the status of Iranian women enjoying a slightly 

more freedom in terms of physical movement. Nevertheless, women in both narratives 

are depicted as socially inferior to men and the social atmosphere is largely male-

controlled.  

My Thousand and Touba also address gender dynamics within the Sufi tradition, 

challenging the patriarchal mentality that denies women’s participation in Sufi 

philosophy and paving the way to reclaim religious/spiritual agency. Touba’s husband, 

Prince Feraydun, believes women are incapable of digesting mystical thought let alone 

participating in its rites. He is not satisfied when Dervish Hasan advises Touba to visit 

the Sufi master Geda Alishah: “he did not feel comfortable about a woman learning the 
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secrets of ‘The Truth’. A woman had her own specific duties. If she were to overlook or 

not fulfil her duties, the world would be utter chaos” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 103).  The 

narrative emphasises that true Sufism accepts everyone, be it a man or a woman, through 

the character of Dervish Hasan who believed in Touba’s mystical soul, as we saw earlier, 

when witnessing her strangeness at the cemetery (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 103). 

My Thousand celebrates womanhood and femininity by linking reaching puberty 

with the spiritual figure of Sidi Wahdana. When he first appeared at their door, Jummo 

and her two sisters became “women”: “Jummo got her first period the same morning… 

[they] got their first periods that same day, too”. This means good luck: “this was 

extraordinary… the family’s fortunes were soaring” (Alem, 2007, p. 19). It also provides 

a way to explore taboo subjects such as female sexuality and the erotic. Jummo’s marriage 

to Ma’amon al-Neyabi that ended with divorce seems to have resulted from her mystical 

experience with Sidi Wahdana. It can be described as a non-ordinary and profound 

experience, as Brainard puts it (Alem, 2007, p. 362). It highlights the contrast between 

mundane/exotic experience, and leads to Jummo’s refusal of an ordinary matrimony 

between a man and woman, in favour of an extraordinary bond between a human and a 

non-human being. But the narrative subverts these dualities too when Jummo dies without 

us knowing whether she has fulfilled her quest for ultimate union with Sidi Wahdana. 

In addition, Sufism serves to comfort the female characters in times of desolation 

and despair. Through immersing herself in mysticism, Jummo finds solace in her 

unhuman/mystical relationship with Sidi Wahdana that compensates for the unattainable 

humanly love with Mayajan. Similarly, Touba discovers that her husband marries a 

second wife and she becomes depressed. As a woman who is abandoned by her husband 

at times of difficulty and stress, mystical thoughts and figures in her life are her 

consolation: “Touba leaned on Dervish Hasan’s talk, hanging tight to the dream of Master 

Geda Alishah. He was a star shining in the sky of Kermanshah” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 126); 
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she aspires to “head to the wilderness after Mr. Khiabani or follow Master Geda Alishah, 

and free herself from all of life’s predicaments” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 137). It seems that 

anguish determines the degree to which they approach Sufism, in that the more agonised 

they become, the more their submergence in the Sufi path and the stronger their 

involvement in the mystical experience. 

Furthermore, belief in and practice of Sufism enlighten Jummo and Touba. They 

begin to know secrets and destinies. This kind of knowledge, to know more about their 

world to the point of the surreal, is borrowed from Sufism, and what is known as gnosis. 

They possess a magical ability to predict the future, which alleviates their status and 

reputation amongst their people and garners respect. Touba, for instance, develops skills 

that raise her status as a talented mystic. She started to predict the future with the help of 

Setareh: “little by little, Touba began to be treated with respect as a seer and a dervish — 

a gifted mystic.” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 195). As a result, “Touba’s fame as a mystic was 

spreading” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 195); the house becomes her “private sanctuary” 

(Parsipur, 2006b, p. 195); “she was also respected for her ability to predict the future and 

receive pure visions” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 103). Likewise in My Thousand, after Jummo’s 

mystical experience with Sidi in the grave, everything seems to be different. She gains 

knowledge and evolves by meditating every little thing in her life: “she watched, as if for 

the first time, the milkmen working in the dairy next door… she watched the nabk tree 

for hours on end… she became mesmerised with nature” (Alem, 2007, p. 100). Jummo 

also “developed a knack for seeing invisible creatures wandering around the house… they 

are asking permission to come in, the good geniis and the angels” (Alem, 2007, p. 102). 

The drastic change in her behaviour draws suspicion from the people around her: “her 

Great-grandmother believes she is possessed by a genii” (Alem, 2007, p. 100), and her 

mother suspects she is cursed by the Evil Eye (Alem, 2007, p. 100). Hence, Sufism shaped 

the lives of Touba and Jummo as female characters in a male-dominant sphere. It provided 
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them with agency and power to defy what was socially expected of them. Both narratives 

highlight women as the central characters who practice Sufism and in so doing, attempt 

to challenge their status of female marginality within the Sufi tradition. 

The appropriation of Sufi motifs additionally functions to expose two 

contradictory worldviews to inspection in the novels; tradition and modernity. According 

to Elmarsafy (2012), “the turn to Sufism … constitutes a useful way of thinking about the 

present without losing touch with the past” (7). The tension between tradition and 

modernity, old and new in Meccan and Tehran societies is apparent in both texts. Touba 

longs to be a child and Jummo does not like the new (multi-story) house they have moved 

to. Touba’s house is the only place that does not change in her neighbourhood. She refuses 

to renovate it or to move to another modern place. Indeed, she disavows all new 

technology, such as the water pump and indoor bathroom. The highlights of modern 

constructions like asphalt, cars and cinema are all met with scepticism from Touba’s side, 

which reflects the view of the older generation who cling to tradition. Nevertheless, and 

towards the end of the narrative, Touba’s view towards modernity is somewhat altered, 

in that she begins to accept some improvements, though remains cautious at the same 

time and never forsakes her past.  

In My Thousand, there is a critique of the rapid transformation of the medieval 

Mecca; hence, there is a “need for mysticism through the critique of modernity” 

(Elmarsafy, 2012, p. 7). For instance, we witness Jummo’s longing for the old nabk tree 

house where she spent her childhood. There is a sweet reminiscence of this place 

regarding the moments she and Mayajan played under the nabk tree, in contrast to the 

seven-story building, located on the hill and overlooking the Holy Mosque. In this modern 

dwelling, an aura of resentment, conspiracy and sickness overwhelms the space, 

exemplified in the girls’ constant espionage of their neighbours and intrusions into the 

privacy of others. Besides the death of Jummo’s father and mother in this vast and modern 
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space, Jummo also feels sick and dies there. Jummo is depicted to be mostly connected 

with the spirit of Sidi whenever she goes on a pilgrimage or trip in Taif or to the outskirts 

of the city. Modernity does not cure her subsidiarity, her confinement, though it makes 

them easier to bear. Sufism is a response to cultural and political constraint that cannot 

change them, but pulls the characters towards a higher goal. 

Despite the changes in familial, social and political spheres, Sufism remains solid 

throughout the narratives; in that “the turn to Sufism is the net result of a sense of 

abandonment that pervades both the writer and the surrounding world; a world for which 

nothing – not science, not progress, not revolution – can do any good. Sufism then 

becomes an answer, of sorts” (Elmarsafy, 2012, p. 7). Truly, Touba and Jummo are 

repeatedly depicted to be on the Sufi path. Mysticism is illustrated to be the real thing, 

more real to the women than the dispiriting physical surroundings and upheavals that 

drain them of life. Touba’s ultimate goal in life is to search for the divine: “on the path 

toward uniting with God” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 190); she “had so many times told the story 

of uniting with God” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 191); “her mind had always remained focused 

on the issue of drawing close to God, and this focus kept her from dwelling on such 

earthly concerns” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 192). Jummo immerses herself more and more in 

Sufism, and in her magical world that revolves around Sidi Wahdana.  

Other contradicting ideas related to Sufi philosophy emerge in Alem and 

Parsipur’s narratives, especially visions of life/death and lightness/darkness. The meaning 

of life and death is a central theme in both novels. The dichotomy of life and death is 

illustrated in the characterisation of the mythical Prince Gil and the mystical Sidi 

Wahdana. They are eternal yet they convey a sense of death whenever they appear. Alem 

seems to have been influenced by the local Hijazi dialect, since in it the word Sidi literally 

means master and Wahdana denotes death, so the name of Sidi Wahdana is Master Death. 

This is further illustrated in the narrative as he is associated with life and death, in that he 
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appears in times when children are born and when people are dying: “never has there 

been a deathbed, or a birth-bed, where Sidi Wahdana has not been present” (Alem, 2007, 

p. 14). His face and appearance are altered according to the occasion: when associated 

with life “he appears kindly, showing only the whites of his eyes and bestowing on infants 

the perfect innocence that allows them to enter this world oblivious to its evils and 

limitations” (Alem, 2007, p. 14); when his eyes are dark it is a sign of death approaching: 

“Sidi Wahdana’s voice is a death rattle, his gaze is a command to martyrdom. When his 

dark eyes fall on a soldier, the soldier knows it’s time to utter God’s name - or die an 

infidel’s death” (Alem, 2007, p. 14).  

Like Sidi Wahdana, Prince Gil brings death with him, though he himself is 

immortal: “I killed them. If their destiny was to be murdered by the Mongols, then better 

to be rid of their lives by me. Many of them willingly lay on the ground so I could grip 

their throats with my fingers. I was death itself.” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 118)”. He desires 

to “continuously impose suffering on the children of Cain for the murder of my great 

grand ancestor Abel” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 164). His wife Layla too is immortal as her 

final conversation with Touba reveals: 

 Touba asked, “Am I dead?” 

Layla said, “You are dead.” 

Touba asked, “You too?” 

The response was, “I cannot die.” 

Touba asked, “The prince?” 

Layla answered, “He also cannot die”. (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 338) 

Prince Gil and Layla cannot die because they symbolically represent the male and the 

female in human sexuality, nature and the universe. As ever, the narratives draw social 
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realist pictures of human life up against its limitations, to peer at life’s limits and wonder 

what lies beyond. The magic expresses the fear, hope and possibility of a spiritual 

existence that our mortal bodies cannot achieve. 

The narratives also explore spiritual meanings of life and death in relation to the 

protagonists. Indeed, Touba’s first steps on her Sufi path are taken after she witnesses a 

scene where a little boy dies of famine. As she follows the undertakers to the cemetery 

and as everyone has left the site, “Touba remained there, deep in contemplation of the 

actual image of death. She had a hazy impression that she had just buried her own child” 

(Parsipur, 2006b, p. 24). There she meets Mr. Khiabani, a Sufi master and her spiritual 

guide. The image of death is recurrent throughout the narrative. Besides the dead boy, 

there is the murder of Setareh and Maryam and later Touba herself. Touba feels a 

connection with the boy who died of hunger: “the child’s short life was to be entwined 

with Touba’s forever” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 27). She also finds herself feeling strong 

connection with Setareh, the girl who suffers honour killing, and is buried in the yard of 

Touba’s house. Both the boy and the girl comment on the injustice of this world during 

the turbulent times of famine and wars in Iranian history. 

Jummo and Touba are portrayed inhabiting the convergence between the two 

dominions of life and death. As Faris (1995) indicates, in magical realist narratives “we 

experience the closeness or near-merging of two realms, two worlds” (172); and she gives 

the example of “fluid boundaries between the worlds of the living and the dead” (172). 

The magic realist narrative that blurs boundaries between literary modes and worlds will 

take this further, to break the barriers and merge those worlds. Narratives combine their 

genres, and the fictional worlds break into one another. This inevitably applies to matters 

of despair and mortality. Experience of a “near-merging” between the worlds of life and 

death can be spotted in the narratives under study. After Touba witnesses the death of the 

boy, she “was contemplating a death similar to that of the boy who died of hunger” 
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(Parsipur, 2006b, p. 26). She “decided to fast to death, a decision that quickly provided 

her with a new personality” (Parsipur, 2006b, p. 26). Similarly, Jummo resorts to fasting 

as a means of uplifting her soul: “as her body grew weaker, the swiftness and force and 

freedom of the river rushing inside her became more than she could bear. It swept her 

down, deep down and faraway into times long vanished, into a place of primordial 

simplicity where creatures shed their skin and exposed their hidden light, their elemental, 

everlasting bodies” (Alem, 2007, p. 104). Being in this liminal space, between life and 

death, provides them with a renewed prospect of understanding life. In these moments, 

there appears to be a high contrast between body and soul, in that starving the body leads 

to uplifting the soul. Spiritualism is concerned with the purification of the soul while 

dismissing the earthly desires of the body; thus, the more the body is in agony, the greater 

potency is in the mystical experience.  

Death marks the climax of Touba and Jummo’s mystical experiences. Their 

illumination of the inner self transpires through advancing mortality. By approaching 

death, they realise the true meaning of life. Death does not mark the end but the beginning 

of another dimension of life, eternality, because to die, in Sufism, is to be closer to the 

divine. It reflects on the dual Sufi concepts of fanaʾ, annihilation, and baqaʾ, subsistence, 

ego or nafs and unity with the divine. Fanaʾ literary means to pass away, but it has other 

dimensions in Sufism; and baqaʾ means to remain, in other words these terms denote life 

and death. Trimingham (1998) explains:  

To achieve this purification, the aspirant has: (d1) to purify his nafs, i.e. his 

personality-self, from its inclination to shahawat, that is, the thoughts and desires 

of the natural man, and (d2) substitute these with love (mahabba) ; then (d3) he 

must be cast into the flames of passion (‘ishq), to emerge (d4) in the state of union 

(wusla), with (d5) transmutation of self (fana’}, through (d6) the gifts of 

dazzlement and wonder (haira), to (d7) everlastingness (baqa’'). (155) 
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Based on this explanation, the ideas of fanaʾ and baqaʾ, that indicate a higher stage of 

spiritual development can be found in My Thousand and Touba. The female protagonists 

progress on their Sufi path towards union with the Divine which consists of many stages 

that need to be undergone to reach the highest stages of spiritualism. Therefore, fanaʾ and 

baqaʾ are two of the last stages of this spiritual journey and they can be understood in 

relation to the concepts of life and death.  

Relating to that is the duality of light and darkness which signifies a highly 

spiritual trajectory towards the inner self, an inward voyage, to achieve wholeness and 

oneness with the divine. The women “ventured through the depths of their own hearts of 

darkness and re-emerged transformed, reborn, and illuminated by the light of wisdom” 

(Yavari 353). When Touba and Jummo die at the end of their narratives they go through 

darkness to light and their death symbolically serves to achieve unity with the divine. 

Oneness reflects on the concept of wahdat al-wujud, developed by Ibn Arabi.  

Overall, the narratives of Alem and Parsipur challenge the Western way of 

thinking based on empiricism and binary opposition. They highlight the need for Sufism 

in a world where concepts are perceived in contrast to one another. Zamora and Faris, 

(1995) outline that “magical realist texts are subversive: their in-betweenness, their all-

at-oneness encourages resistance to monologic political and cultural structures” (6). 

Sufism as a magical realist technique becomes a helpful tool in literature, especially to 

women writers as they engage with gender dynamics and power structures. A magical 

realist narrative “strives, with greater or lesser success, to capture the paradox of the unity 

of opposites”; thus “it contests polarities… capturing such boundaries between spaces, is 

to exist in a third space, in the fertile interstices between these extremes” (Cooper, 2012, 

p. 1). Thus, a liminal space emerges where neither side has an upper hand.  
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5.4 Conclusion 

Although existing scholarship on magic realism has linked this practice to 

spirituality, primarily within Latin American cultures, little attention has been paid to the 

influence of Sufism on the literary practice of magical realism. The employment of 

Sufism can be seen as an exhibition of magical realism, in that the mystical practice is a 

form of magic. In the juxtaposition of real and fantastical discourses, they question and 

attempt to subvert dominant ideology (orthodox Sunna and Shia). This is accomplished 

through re-centring subordinate voices (Sufi) and by aligning women to the mystical. In 

so doing, they give agency and power to this group of people and render them visible. 

Through the use of Sufi ideology, the narratives highlight the conflict between 

(tradition/modernity), (historical/political), challenging standard polarities (male/female, 

body/soul, physical/spiritual, life/death, natural/supernatural, heaven/ mundane). In so 

doing, they blur boundaries and assert the agency of the subordinate. Female protagonists 

play the leading roles in the narratives. Even though they inhabit the domestic sphere, 

they are able to reach beyond its walls. It features the shift of power relations from 

dominants to subordinates, moving them from imaginative periphery to the centre.  
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CONCLUSION  

While magical realism initially flourished in connection with Latin American 

literature and later with other parts of the world, the connection between magical realism 

and the Middle East is by no means given. This study has examined six contemporary 

narratives by four female authors who belong to different cultures in the Middle East. In 

their employment of magical realism, similarities as well as differences were 

distinguished through utilising a comparative-critical approach. This helped to establish 

an understanding of the practice of magical realism in the Middle Eastern context.  

In order to provide a distinctive and inclusive study of magical realism in women’s 

fictional writing in the Middle East, I examined the topic, in relation to the primary and 

secondary sources, from three main standpoints, that is literary, mythological and 

ideological. I looked into the aesthetics of constructing these narratives, the mythological 

sources of the magical and the socio-political reasons behind applying this particular type 

of writing. In the analysis of the selected texts, I departed from these three positions, 

within the framework of magical realism and in relation to the Middle Eastern context.  

The works of Alem, Shahrnush, Shafak and Nahai comply with the conception of 

magical realism according to Faris’s characterisation of this concept as discussed in 

chapter one. The prime feature, or rather the essence, of magical realism is the coexistence 

of the real and the unreal. But there are other properties largely found in the narratives 

that helped to reach this conclusion. The proposed characteristics by Faris (2004) can be 

summarised as follows: 

First, the text contains an ‘irreducible element’ of magic; second, the descriptions 

in magical realism detail a strong presence of the phenomenal world; third, the 

reader may experience some unsettling doubts in the effort to reconcile two 

contradictory understandings of events; fourth, the narrative merges different 
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realms; and, finally, magical realism disturbs received ideas about time, space, 

and identity. (7)  

In the analysis of the texts featured herein, the magical component was present in all of 

them, though to varying degrees. It ranged from dreams and visions to the employment 

of the jinn in The Bastard to completely fantastical occurrences like sprouting wings and 

flying to the sky in Moonlight. At the same time, they all proved to be departing from a 

realist world. ‘The phenomenal world’ is familiar to the reader because it is set in an 

actual recognisable space; we witness names of streets and neighbourhoods in Mecca, 

Tehran, and Istanbul amongst other places. Besides, some of these narratives are located 

in specific historical periods and references to historical and political events strongly 

relate them to the phenomenal world. In relation to that, the boundaries of fact and fiction 

or novel and history are blurred and transgressed. Alem’s novels introduce ancient Arabia 

to the reader and tell the history of Mecca and Najran; the works of Parsipur and Nahai 

reflect and comment on Iranian historical and political events; Shafak’s narrative 

addresses the Armenian genocide and highlights the role of the Ottoman Empire in this 

atrocity. Nevertheless, this familiarity of space and times is highly disrupted when the 

magical enters the scene, and our ordinary understanding of these concepts is challenged 

in the magical realist narrative.  

It is apparent that magical realism merges oppositional realms as demonstrated in 

the analysis of the narratives. The worlds of the living and the dead, the natural and the 

supernatural, the physical and non-physical are often crossed and fused. This is witnessed 

when characters die and revive from death, when spirits like the jinn appear and 

communicate with humans, and when characters transcend the physical realism into 

unknown realms. In these narratives, the line between the real and the unreal is blurred, 

resulting in a fictional world that occupies a liminal position in-between two opposing 
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worlds, or on the border between two worlds; the fusion of two codes of reality suggests 

crossing boundaries.  

Returning to the questions posed at the beginning of this study, it is now possible 

to state that, the study firstly examined the aesthetic aspect of magical realism through 

asking how each narrative is constructed on the structural level and situates it within the 

aesthetics of postmodernism. It is clear that they fit into a postmodernist scheme in which 

there is an experimental form of writing that does not abide or conform to realist rules. 

Precisely because of the insertion of the magical, there is fluidity in their boundaries and 

in temporal and spatial configuration. They can be described as non-linear narratives in 

that the insertion of magical elements disrupts the linearity of time and action in an 

otherwise realistic discourse.  

The use of postmodernist techniques is central to these narratives. We see such 

examples as intertextuality (with the Night) manifested in the act of storytelling, or 

borrowing characters and tales from the traditional folktales and story within story (or 

frame story), adopted in Moonlight, Touba, My Thousands and The Bastard. This style of 

writing, known as metafiction, connects these texts to postmodernism as well as to the 

traditional folktales of The Nights and to the wider Middle Eastern culture. The analysis 

attested that the modern tradition of magical realist writing is influenced to a great extent 

by certain very old traditions in the Middle East.  

Another recurrent narrative tool is the female narratorial that is defined by 

multiplicity, self-reflexiveness and collective consciousness. The fictions employ 

multiple narrative voices that exhibit conflicting ideologies and stances, but the ultimate 

aim seems to be to reassert marginal voices, perspectives and experiences within the 

Middle East. The study highlights the female voice and has followed its construction and 

development under the theoretical framework of magical realism. The discussed features 
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that characterise a female voice in magical realist narrative are applicable to the current 

study and hence, it is difficult to make generalisation of any kind.  

The study also examined the narrative structure and the construction of formal 

characteristics like plot, characterisation, time and space, and showed the potential of 

magical realism to comment on various dimensions concerning the experience of women 

in the Middle East. Magical realism, as a mode of expression, functions as a subversive 

tool to dominant ideology (patriarchy) since it acts as an empowerment tool for the female 

characters as elaborated in the analysis.  

 The second research question was concerned with the main sources of the magical 

in these narratives, or mythology. In the configuration of temporal and spatial settings, 

there is a tendency to resort to history and medieval times and many adopt a multi-

generational plot. The magical component ranged from reviving from death, planting 

oneself, prophesy, telepathy, metamorphoses, witchcraft, dreams and visions, the jinn, 

flying and mysticism. 

This research is built upon evoking the connectivity of magical realist fiction to 

the Middle Eastern context. In so doing, the employment of Middle Eastern myths and 

legends to consolidate the magical effect is also experienced. The idea of the jinn as 

supernatural spirits is incorporated in most of the texts, which is original to the Middle 

East. They serve as a point of connection between the physical and the metaphysical 

realms since they exist in a liminal position. They are portrayed as benevolent and 

protective companions; as a vehicle to the invisible world in Fatma and My Thousand, as 

a source of enlightenment and revealing mysterious events in The Bastard. Here, also, it 

has been proved that magic is indigenous to the Middle East and not borrowed from Latin 

America. In fact, it is precisely the opposite, as Latin American novelists have 

acknowledged their influence by Middle Eastern mythology and folktales. This study 
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shows that, besides cultural mythology, certain practices of Sufism appear to be a 

significant source of the magical component. This adds to the significance to the study of 

magical realism in the Middle East.  

The Third question involved the political objective of employing magical realism. 

This mode of writing undermines hegemonic Western realism and the Western way of 

thinking based on empirical knowledge. The insertion of magical, mythical and 

supernatural elements collides with the scientific means adopted by the West, and thus 

subverts it as the singular form of truth. In relation to that, binary oppositional thoughts 

are subverted and thus the hierarchy between dominant and subordinate is challenged. It 

refuses gender hierarchy and male dominance; of racial and religious identity within the 

Middle East through revisiting their history. In fact, this mode of writing assists 

negotiation of the boundaries of the social subordinate by rejecting fixed power structures 

and mainstream ideology.  

The purpose of magical realism in each text has been to comment on various 

social, political, and religious structures. Magical realism functioned to expose sites of 

tension between two sets of ideologies (subordinate/dominant). The narratives depart 

from a marginalised position allotted to females, ethnic minorities and spirituality. In so 

doing, they attempt to undermine mainstream ideology and reassert marginal 

perspectives. The incorporation of the magical, supernatural and fantastical allows re-

presentation of these marginalised perspectives and comment on their status in relation to 

dominant ideologies and communities. The analysis has examined women’s different 

positioning in power relations, unmasking their place in relation to socio-religious and 

ethno-religious dimensions. While magical realism cannot claim to effectuate tangible 

change in women’s lives more than does realism, it is a hymn to Middle Eastern women’s 

guardianship of cultural memory through their powers of storytelling. 
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Appropriating magical realism from three main strands (literary, mythological and 

ideological) has helped the study to engage more directly with the research questions as 

they corresponded with them, and they were re-visited and reflected on throughout the 

bulk of this research. This study demonstrates that the Middle East is a crucial place to 

consider when studying magical realist writing. It is shown to be full of resources that 

enrich the tradition of the genre. There seem to be recurring themes and patterns in the 

narratives discussed that tie this practice to the Middle East.  

The comparative approach of this study permits the identification of 

correspondences between two narratives regarding how they employ magical realism and 

the purpose behind this employment. Clearly, women’s experiences are not homogenous, 

but we can affirm clear similarities between the narratives of Alem and Parsipur in 

particular. Although coming from different cultural contexts - one is Arab/Sunni and the 

other is Persian/Shi’i - there are numerous aesthetic and ideological patterns that bring 

the two narratives together, indicative of the similarity of women’s experiences across 

cultures. As Faris (2004) states, “the female-subaltern voice in magical realist texts 

encourages the development of individual and ethnic literatures that serve a decolonizing 

function within their own societies and that are also linked to each other within a 

multicultural world” (172). 

Finally, there are areas that can be developed for further research. I consider this 

study to initiate the discussion about the practice of magical realism in the Middle East. 

It is complex in that it encompasses numerous perspectives and approaches due to the 

lack of independent work in the English language medium. Further research is needed to 

add greater depth to the understanding of each of the ideas covered in this thesis. For 

instance, a dedicated study of how the Middle East enriches the magical realist practice 

would be valuable, with examples from regional and global narratives. Another idea is to 

further explore the practice of magical realism focusing on one region in the Middle East, 



 

195 
 

Saudi Arabia for example; or a comparative study of magical realism across cultures (the 

Middle East and Latin America) to establish detailed correspondent themes and patterns 

across regions.  
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APPENDIX A: TABLE OF CONTENTS OF WOMEN WITHOUT MEN 

Mahdokht  

Faizeh  

Munis  

Mrs. Farrokhlaqa Sadralivan Golchehreh  

Zarrinkolah  

Two Girls on the Road  

Farrokhlaqa’s Garden 

The Garden 

Mahdokht  

Faizeh  

Munis  

Farrokhlaqa Sadralivan Golchehreh 

Zarrinkolah  



 

221 
 

APPENDIX B: TABLE OF CONTENTS OF THE BASTARD OF ISTANBUL 

ONE - Cinnamon 

TWO - Garbanzo Beans 

THREE - Sugar 

FOUR - Roasted Hazelnuts 

FIVE - Vanilla 

SIX - Pistachios 

SEVEN - Wheat 

EIGHT - Pine Nuts 

NINE - Orange Peels 

TEN - Almonds 

ELEVEN - Dried Apricots 

TWELVE - Pomegranate Seeds 

THIRTEEN - Dried Figs 

FOURTEEN - Water 

FIFTEEN - Golden Raisins 

SIXTEEN - Rosewater 

SEVENTEEN - White Rice 

EIGHTEEN - Potassium Cyanide 
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APPENDIX C: TABLE OF CONTENTS OF MOONLIGHT ON THE AVENUE OF 

FAITH 

Lili 

    The Ghetto 1938 

    The City 1956 

    The Exile 1971 

    The Land of Choices and Chances 1972   

Roxanna 

 

 

 

 


