w1 Ol g b s

9N w31 <l 3> oligs (yluwtd 3O o jivo S (5319 pdino
Bl Bl e S Sl et o S

Ol e g5l e oDl 33T o85S e g5l Al 55 sl 5 0L 05,8 )

barat.mohammadi@iau.ac.ir :J s etie 3 Jool #

0>

=
My Lol sy gs8s Sl e bl Sl 513 (63 S5 c0ptaciny Slacylsy 5o a8 sl Olisls 5o Syl Bl IS ole 51 (S (5l pams
W oo (el Olils S 5 laslas 5 (6,8 IS (gl Las aS= el s 0558l e (5SS B | (iS50 ol S Oliwls 534S
2 4SS Lol pl! g;UW -t F G 4 S sk albs e 55 Okals 3 (ol Cadls b ol el QU;B 5 by ol
Wl 0dd oS 5 ) st gty ey Saadl o b 0T gy 5 S 5 (2S5 Ol st (5,8 IS (K Sr Oskecmy A Sl
Sl (b slab (s i Olej e i dem Sy Sl (22 Sl 680 e b @S5l Olials S 55 oS s e OLES e glaasly
aj...» 5 bmases sy ol scwl 038 Gl L 5 Vi lases (gl paled 5 Lab 05 S ped = 5 andS df;sb_.afp.aﬁ O
ey Calgs K i 5 58 S LS s 5 e3lg 80 Olls opl ol se 6)1-:-’.'[*"/@%-‘“;‘ solal ST s °:*5-»ﬂ)3 SJls paen
NG ;;Jsu{\ o

IS ol Sy Ol oo (3 e (i 108 5] 9 AMS

@' BY NC
NNV F iy sl 5 Ol ST J 5SS ol 51ES 50 6B 55 Olisls 53 Osde Sy (313 aimmns (VF0) Ll 0315 3L 5 el shomme i o iled mp S 1 poaliml 0 g

sl 8 5 oy 50 (CCBY-NC 4.0) 155 U ollas 3151 oo s oy gty dlin ol LS ol sy 3 0 hate lis ol izl Gsi> w3 1F10 ©

VE0 o, 0 il 06
Va0 sls e Ve :djfi‘:L_‘ @JU
V00 sls 0 WV e 3y @Ju
VE0 sl Wil ol &b

190 e ) sl ol


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

1Fe0 Jbo (o ol Pl 098 ((cw il Oladl § b)) dusmis™ 4 i3

Postmodern Scene-Setting in Qasem Kashkuli’s Short Story “The Return”
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Abstract

Scene-setting is one of the constituent elements of narrative in fiction. In postmodern narratives, however, it assumes a
function that extends beyond merely providing a backdrop for the occurrence of events. In Qasem Kashkuli’s short story
“The Return,” the setting not only provides the spatial context in which events unfold and the narrative progresses, but also
serves as a site where the protagonist’s experiences, emotions, and memories intersect with the story’s present reality.
Employing a descriptive-analytical method and drawing on the principles of postmodern criticism, this study examines and
analyzes the formation of the settings in “The Return” and their relationship with the components of postmodernism. The
findings indicate that, by employing such postmodern features as nonlinear temporality, liminal space, spatial fluidity, the
intermingling of past and present, the subjectivization of space, and symbolism, the author creates multilayered and unstable
settings. Accordingly, the settings and the author’s mode of scene-setting contribute to the development of the story’s
structural and thematic dimensions and relationships, thereby playing a significant role in transforming the work as a whole
into a postmodern narrative.

Keywords: setting, scene-setting, postmodernism, “The Return,” Qasem Kashkuli.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Scene-setting is one of the principal

components of fictional narrative and plays a
decisive role in constructing the storyworld,
organizing the reader's perception, and

establishing the spatial and temporal
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conditions within which narrative action
unfolds. In classical narratives, setting is
generally treated as a relatively stable

background for events and is commonly
formed through coherent, objective, and
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realistic descriptions; in postmodern fiction,
however, setting assumes a more complex
function and becomes an active component in
the production of meaning, the destabilization
of reality, and the representation of
fragmented subjectivity. Postmodernism itself
resists a single, comprehensive definition
because it encompasses diverse and
sometimes contradictory intellectual, artistic,
and literary tendencies. It has been
characterized as both a continuation and a
transformation of modernism, as well as a
flexible critical category associated with late
capitalism, multiculturalism, ontological
uncertainty, and the interrogation of
established forms of representation (1-4).
Emerging as a complex constellation of ideas
in the late twentieth century, postmodernism
encouraged experimentation with new modes
of expression, critical reconsideration of
literary conventions, and the development of
alternative systems for organizing perception
and experience (5, 6). In postmodern fiction,
stable distinctions between reality and
imagination, past and present, external space
and subjective consciousness, and original
and representation are frequently disrupted.
Accordingly, setting is no longer reducible to a
geographically fixed location; rather, it may
become a fluid, multilayered, symbolic, and
psychologically charged space shaped by
memory, emotion, perception, and identity.
Qasem Kashkuli’'s short story “The Return,”
included in the collection A Woman Walks on

the Sidewalk, provides a significant example of

this transformation. The story narrates the
return of an unnamed man to his hometown
after many years, yet the apparent simplicity of
this journey is complicated by the continuous
interpenetration of present experience and
childhood memory. The city, streets, bridge,
river, rain, fog, cemetery, inn, and lost family
houses are not represented merely as physical
places; they become unstable sites in which
the protagonist confronts the disappearance of
the familiar world and the fragmentation of his
own identity. The present study therefore
investigates how scene-setting is organized in
“The Return,” how it corresponds to major
components of postmodern narration, and how
it contributes to the structural, thematic, and
semantic development of the story.

Fiction has been defined as a creative prose
narrative that maintains a meaningful
relationship with the real world, while the short
story, as one of its central forms, constructs its
effects through a coordinated system of
elements such as character, action, time,
setting, description, and point of view (10).
Within this system, a scene may be
understood as the presentation of an event
and the actions of characters in a specific
temporal and spatial situation, allowing
readers to encounter the fictional world directly
and observe characters in action (8, 14).
Scene differs from static description because
it presents the fictional world in motion,
typically through action, dialogue, perception,
and change, whereas description temporarily

suspends narrative movement and offers a
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relatively still image of persons, objects, or
places (8). Nevertheless, description and
scene-setting often work together, particularly
when dynamic description helps generate
movement and shape the reader’s sensory
and psychological experience of the scene.
The intrinsic value of a scene derives from its
relation to the aims and overall structure of the
story, and its function is therefore inseparable
from narrative intention (15). In postmodern
narration, however, the scene acquires
additional functions because the fictional world
is no longer governed by a fully stable or
transparent relationship between external
reality  and narrative representation.
Postmodern fiction is frequently marked by
uncertainty, ontological instability, the
dissolution of causal and temporal continuity,
and skepticism toward fixed moral,
psychological, and literary certainties (7-9).
Consequently, place may cease to operate as
a neutral container and instead become an
extension of consciousness, an archive of
memory, a symbolic field, or an intermediate
domain located between objective and
subjective reality. “The Return” exemplifies
this process through its unnamed protagonist,
whose identity is increasingly defined not by
stable social relations or a secure physical
home but by his unstable encounters with
altered places. The absence of a proper name
further intensifies the uncertainty surrounding
his identity and may be interpreted as a sign of
estrangement, anonymity, or incomplete

characterization within the narrative world (19).

As the protagonist moves through Langarud,
every location activates memories of his
father, mother, cousin Rana, childhood
games, illness, and former family life. Thus,
the spatial structure of the story becomes
inseparable from the structure of recollection.
The story’s postmodern quality lies precisely in
this transformation of objective geography into
an unstable configuration of recollected,
imagined, symbolic, and presently perceived
spaces.

This study employs a descriptive-analytical
method grounded in postmodern literary
criticism and the formal analysis of fictional
narrative. The primary text is Qasem
Kashkuli’s short story “The Return,” and the
analysis concentrates specifically on the
construction, function, and transformation of
its scenes. First, the principal scenes of the
story were identified according to their spatial,
temporal, descriptive, dramatic, and
psychological features. Particular attention
was devoted to scenes involving the rainy
streets, the bridge, the river, the moon, the inn,
the staircase and corridor, the former site of
the uncle’s house, the family home, and the
cemetery, because these locations constitute
the most significant points at which external
reality intersects with memory and subjective
perception. Second, each scene was
examined in relation to four analytical
categories: liminal or intermediate space, the
coexistence of temporal layers, the interaction
between objective and subjective place, and

the representation or reconstruction of reality.
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These categories were selected because they
correspond closely to the story’s recurrent
disruption of conventional boundaries between
past and present, reality and imagination,
exterior and interior, presence and absence,
and original and image. Third, the study
considered how narrative techniques such as
stream of consciousness, abrupt temporal
transitions, dynamic description, symbolism,
personification, sensory imagery, and the
repetition of spatial motifs contribute to the
formation of postmodern scenes. The story’s
movement was not treated as a linear
sequence of events but as a process
organized through associations, recollections,
and perceptual shifts. Such an approach is
particularly appropriate because postmodern
narratives often abandon strict causal
continuity and require readers to reconstruct
meaning from fragmented narrative units and
unstable representational structures (4, 6).
The broader literary position of the story was
also considered. Kashkuli’'s collection has
been described as a difficult example of
Iranian postmodern fiction, and the author
belongs to a generation of post-revolutionary
writers whose work reflects the increasing
diversity of voices and narrative experiments
in contemporary Persian fiction (16, 17). The
study did not attempt to evaluate the entire
range of postmodern devices in the story;
rather, it focused on scene-setting as a central
but comparatively underexamined element.
Through close textual analysis, the research

sought to determine how setting becomes an

active narrative mechanism that shapes the
protagonist’s psychological crisis and the
reader's uncertain relationship with the
fictional world.

The findings indicate that one of the most
prominent features of scene-setting in “The
Return” is the construction of liminal spaces in
which the protagonist and the reader remain
suspended between incompatible states.
Rain, fog, darkness, reflected light, corridors,
staircases, windows, bridges, and temporary
accommodations function as spatial and
perceptual thresholds. In the opening urban
scenes, rain and fog reduce the sharpness of
objects and envelop the street, distant bridge,
illuminated room, and passing pedestrian in a
dreamlike atmosphere. The result is not
merely an atmospheric description but a
transformation of visible reality into a
subjective field in which the city is perceived
through the protagonist's emotional and
mnemonic condition (20). The inn provides
another important example. As a temporary
dwelling, it offers shelter but cannot restore the
stability of the lost paternal home. The
protagonist therefore possesses a place while
remaining effectively homeless. The dark
corridor and wooden staircase intensify this
condition because they are transitional
structures rather than destinations. While
moving through them, he is abruptly
transported into memories of accompanying
his father to a physician’s office. The inn and
the remembered clinic consequently coexist

within the same narrative moment, producing
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a space that is simultaneously present and
past, external and mental. The window
between the two beds similarly marks the
threshold between interior and exterior, while
the presence of an unknown sleeping man
prevents the room from becoming a fully
private space. Even the sound of rain on the
roof is transformed through personification into
the “laughter” of rain, weakening the realistic
qguality of the scene and replacing objective
description with an emotionally mediated
image. These liminal scenes are closely
related to the story’s treatment of time. Linear
chronology is repeatedly suspended as
present perceptions activate childhood
memories  without transitional  signals,
explanatory commentary, or conventional
flashback markers. A mosque, barbershop,
house, street corner, or medical office
becomes the point at which the protagonist
moves instantly from the present into the past
and then returns to the present. The story does
not clearly separate these temporal levels;
instead, it allows them to occupy the same
textual and psychological space. In this
respect, the past is not represented as an
objectively preserved historical reality but as
an unstable reconstruction that is repeatedly
altered by present consciousness. The
coexistence of temporal layers makes the city
both the contemporary Langarud through
which the protagonist walks and the
remembered city of his childhood. Accordingly,
becomes the

scene-setting principal

mechanism through  which  temporal

discontinuity and ontological uncertainty are
produced.

A second major finding is that the places
depicted in “The Return” repeatedly lose their
purely objective status and become
projections of the protagonist's memory,
anxiety, grief, and crisis of identity. The most
striking example is the cemetery, which
appears to have expanded and collapsed over
the surrounding houses. Such an image
cannot be understood exclusively through
realistic geography; rather, it represents the
protagonist’s perception of decay, death, loss,
and the destruction of the remembered world.
The cemetery becomes a symbolic force that
has overtaken the houses preserved in his
memory, suggesting that the physical
disappearance of familiar places s
inseparable from the erosion of personal
identity. Similarly, the former location of the
uncle’s house exists in two incompatible
forms. In the protagonist's memory, it remains
the setting of childhood games, family
relationships, and emotional formation; in
present reality, it has been replaced by a three-
story building. The narrative moves directly
from the contemporary structure to the
remembered voices of Rana, the protagonist,
and the uncle, creating the impression that
both spaces occupy the same geographical
point. The new building does not erase the old
house; instead, the absent house persists as
an invisible layer superimposed upon the
present. This spatial layering exemplifies the

postmodern refusal to grant absolute priority to
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a single version of reality. A comparable
process occurs in the scenes involving the
moon, the wet asphalt, and the river. The
moon appears simultaneously in the sky and
in puddles on the ground, and its reflection
becomes distorted, fragmented, or temporarily
absent as the protagonist moves. The
narrative treats the celestial body and its
reflected image as equally significant
components of the fictional world (20). The
conventional distinction between original and
copy, object and image, or reality and
representation is thereby weakened. When the
protagonist later returns to the bridge, the
moon and fisherman have disappeared, and
only the indistinct sound of an oar remains.
Although the physical location is ostensibly the
same, its identity and emotional quality have
changed completely. The scene demonstrates
that place in the story is not a permanent entity
independent of consciousness; it is
continuously redefined through perception.
This instability is consistent with postmodern
approaches that question fixed relationships
between reality and representation and
replace singular truth with multiple, shifting
versions of experience (1, 3). The setting thus
functions as a dynamic expression of the
protagonist’s alienation. His hometown can no
longer provide continuity between his former
and present selves, and the loss of the family
house, familiar neighborhoods, and
recognizable landmarks transforms his return
into an encounter with absence rather than

recovery.

The analysis demonstrates that scene-setting
in Qasem Kashkuli's “The Return” is not a
secondary descriptive device or a passive
background for narrative events; it is one of the
principal structural and semantic forces
through which the story acquires its
postmodern character. The scenes are
organized through instability, discontinuity,
symbolic transformation, and the constant
interaction of external geography with memory
and subjective perception. Rain, fog, streets,
bridges, the river, the moon, the cemetery, the
inn, the corridor, the staircase, the window,
and the

vanished houses operate

simultaneously as physical elements,
psychological signs, and narrative thresholds.
Through these elements, the story creates
intermediate spaces in which the protagonist
remains suspended between home and
homelessness, childhood and adulthood,
presence and absence, recognition and
estrangement, and reality and recollection.
The dissolution of linear time allows the past to
enter the present without formal transition,
while the transformation of objective locations
into mental and symbolic spaces makes the
fictional city a projection of the protagonist’s
fractured identity. The replacement of the
uncle’s house by a modern building, the
expansion of the cemetery over remembered
homes, the duplication of the moon in the sky
and on the wet ground, and the changing
appearance of the river reveal that reality in the
story is never stable, singular, or independent

of perception. The protagonist’'s return
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therefore does not restore his relationship with
his birthplace; instead, it reveals the
impossibility of returning to a world that
survives only in fragmented memory. Scene-
setting also changes the reader's role.
Because the narrative does not provide clear
boundaries between temporal levels, objective
and subjective spaces, or reality and
representation, the reader must actively
reconstruct the relationships among dispersed
scenes and determine their possible
meanings. Consequently, the postmodern
quality of “The Return” emerges not only from
its thematic concern with loss and identity but
also from the formal organization of its
settings. Kashkuli transforms place into a fluid
and multilayered narrative system through
which memory, emotion, time, and reality are
continuously  reconstructed. The  story
ultimately presents return as an unstable
confrontation with the ruins of personal and
spatial continuity, and its scenes become the
primary means by which this painful

experience is communicated.
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