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The Formalist Poetics of Narrative in Selected Stories by Alia Ataei and Humaira Qaderi: A
Comparative Analysis of Narrative Organization and the System of Literary Devices

Soroushan Ebrahimi Dastjerdi!, Ahmad Khiyali Khatibi'", Torab Jangi Ghahreman?

1. Department of Persian Language and Literature, CT.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran
*Corresponding Author’s Email: ahmadkhatibi62@iau.ac.ir

Abstract

This study presents a comparative analysis of the formalist poetics of narrative in four selected stories by Alia Ataei and
Humaira Qaderi. From an initial corpus comprising six works and 30 narrative units, “Thirty Kilometers” and “The Balkhi
Elephant” by Ataei, and “The Roads Smell of Crows” and “Anis’s Earring” by Qaderi were selected through criterion-based
purposive sampling. The study employs a descriptive-analytical method grounded in formalist textual criticism. The analyses
focus on fabula/syuzhet, temporality, focalization, information distribution, defamiliarization, repetition, contrast, the motif
network, and the dominant. The findings indicate that, in Ataei’s stories, the problem of access to reality and the validity of
knowledge is more prominently foregrounded: “Thirty Kilometers” organizes mediated perception, whereas “The Balkhi
Elephant” structures a plurality of competing narratives and epistemic instability. In contrast, Qaderi configures absence and
deprivation through material and sensory elements; the crow, clothing, and road in the first story, and the well, eye, earring,
and the lost prospect of education in the second, perform organizing functions. Accordingly, the distinction between the two
authors becomes evident in the manner in which the dominant is established and in the functional interaction among literary
devices. These findings also demonstrate the capacity of Russian Formalism for the systematic analysis of contemporary
Persian narrative prose.

Keywords: Russian Formalism; narrative organization; defamiliarization; fabula/syuzhet; Alia Ataei; Humaira Qaderi.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This study examines the formalist poetics of

narrative in selected stories by Alia Ataei and
Humaira Qaderi, with particular emphasis on
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the organization of narrative and the functional
system of literary devices. Russian Formalism
redirected literary criticism from external

determinants such as authorial biography,
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historical causation, or thematic content
toward the internal mechanisms through which
a text acquires literariness. From this
perspective, literary form is not an ornamental
shell imposed upon pre-existing content but a
structured system of relations in which the
significance of each device depends on its
position and function within the whole. The
formalist tradition gradually moved beyond an
early mechanical understanding of form
toward a more relational and systemic account
of literary organization, according to which
devices interact hierarchically and may
become subordinated to a dominant
organizing principle (1, 11, 15). This systemic
conception is particularly productive for
narrative fiction, where literariness does not
arise only from figurative language but also
from the organization of events, temporal
displacement, focalization, delay, repetition,
contrast, and the distribution of information.
The distinction between fabula and syuzhet is
therefore central to the present study: fabula
refers to the reconstructed chronological and
causal sequence of events, whereas syuzhet
concerns the actual textual arrangement
through which those events are presented (13,
14). Defamiliarization is likewise treated not
merely as a linguistic phenomenon but as a
broader narrative operation capable of
restructuring perception through temporal
disruption, restricted access to information,
unusual focalization, delayed recognition, and
recurring motifs (2, 3, 12). The study thus

seeks to determine how narrative devices

function together in the selected stories and
how their interaction generates distinct
dominant principles in the works of the two
authors.

The theoretical framework combines Russian
Formalist concepts with selected
narratological categories used strictly as
complementary descriptive tools. The notion of
the literary device, or priem, provides the basis
for identifying those textual operations that
transform ordinary materials into aesthetically
organized experience. Shklovsky’s concept of
defamiliarization is particularly important
because it explains how artistic form interrupts
automatic perception and compels renewed
attention to familiar objects, experiences, and
relations (12). However, the present study
does not reduce Formalism to
defamiliarization alone. Instead, it considers
defamiliarization as one component within a
wider  system

involving  fabula/syuzhet

relations, motif  networks,  motivation,
repetition, contrast, focalization, and the
dominant. Tomashevsky’s account of motifs
and motivation is used to clarify how recurring
units gain significance through their position
and structural linkage rather than through
mere frequency (13). Jakobson’s concept of
the dominant is applied to identify the
organizing component that exerts the greatest
structural influence over other elements and
gives coherence to the narrative system (15).
Because some aspects of narrative structure,
focalization and

especially temporal

organization, were theorized more precisely in
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post-Formalist narratology, Genette’s

distinctions  regarding  order, duration,
frequency, and the separation of voice from
focalization are employed as supplementary
analytical tools rather than attributed to
Russian Formalism (16). Previous studies
demonstrate both the usefulness and
limitations of formalist analysis in narrative
research. Persian-language studies have
often concentrated on semantic deviation and
rhetorical foregrounding (5, 6), while other
studies have examined defamiliarization in
fiction through linguistic, formal, and
conceptual devices (7, 18). International
research has similarly shown that the aesthetic
effectiveness of fiction depends on the
interaction of plot structure, defamiliarization,
symbolism, temporal disruption, and narrative
organization rather than on isolated devices
(2-4). The present study extends this line of
inquiry by comparing two contemporary
Persian-language writers within a single
analytical framework.

Methodologically, the research is qualitative,
descriptive-analytical, comparative, and based
on close textual reading. The initial corpus
consisted of six works: Dog’s Eye, Kafurpush,
and Koresorkhi by Alia Ataei, and Telesa,
Eqlima, and Anis’s Earring by Humaira Qaderi.
These works yielded 30 major narrative units,
including seven stories from Dog’s Eye, nine
narratives from Koresorkhi, eleven stories
from Anis’s Earring, and three longer works.
All units were initially screened according to a

common set of formal criteria: the relationship

between fabula and syuzhet, temporal
organization, narrator and focalization,
distribution and delay of information,
defamiliarization, linguistic  foregrounding,
repetition, contrast, motif networks, irony, the
dominant, and the functional integration of
devices. For detailed analysis, criterion-based
purposive sampling was adopted, consistent
with the logic of selecting information-rich
cases in small-N comparative research rather
than relying on random sampling (17). Four
short stories were selected: “Thirty Kilometers”
and “The Balkhi Elephant” by Ataei, and “The
Roads Smell of Crows” and “Anis’s Earring” by
Qaderi. Selecting texts from the same genre
reduced distortion caused by comparing short
fiction with longer narrative forms and also
enabled meaningful thematic-formal pairing.
“Thirty Kilometers” and “The Roads Smell of
Crows” both involve movement, memory,
waiting, and disrupted journeys, while “The
Balkhi Elephant” and “Anis’s Earring” organize
guestions of seeing, memory, recognition, and
identity through sharply different formal
strategies. In each story, the fabula was first
reconstructed and then compared with the
actual syuzhet. Temporal shifts, focalization,
delayed information, repetitions, motifs, and
defamiliarizing devices were subsequently
analyzed, after which the dominant was
identified through the functional relation
among these elements. Direct textual
evidence from the primary works was used

throughout the analysis (19, 20).
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The findings regarding Ataei’s stories indicate
that the dominant formal concern lies in the
instability of perception, knowledge, and trust
in narrative reality. In “Thirty Kilometers,” the
protagonist's  hearing impairment and
intermittent use of a hearing aid transform
perception into a mediated and uncertain
process. The narrative begins during a
security stop approximately thirty kilometers
from Tehran, and the short present-time
interval of detention repeatedly expands
through analeptic returns to university life,
personal relationships, and memories
associated with Yaser Samavat. The fabula is
therefore more extensive than the immediate
detention episode, while the syuzhet
organizes past and present according to
associative triggers such as incomplete
sounds, references to the hearing aid,
interrogation, and sensory uncertainty (19).
The first-person internal focalization is
structurally important because the protagonist
does not have stable access to surrounding
reality; meaning must be reconstructed
through partial hearing, lip-reading, facial
expressions, conjecture, and memory. The
hearing aid becomes an organizing device
linked to secrecy, disclosure, surveillance, and
the opposition between personal privacy and
institutional scrutiny. The resulting
defamiliarization turns hearing, ordinarily an
automatic act, into a conscious and unstable
cognitive process. In “The Balkhi Elephant,”
this epistemic instability becomes even more

radical. The story begins with the father’s

death and the unexplained change in the color
of family members’ eyes, after which medical
explanations, genetic hypotheses, rumors,
memories, environmental theories, and social
narratives proliferate. Instead of converging on
a final truth, the narrative continuously
destabilizes each proposed explanation. The
narrator herself occasionally revises memories
and acknowledges the possibility of invention,
while the title’s “Balkhi elephant” appears only
near the end as a deliberate lie created to
regain Mani’'s attention (19). Thus, in both
stories the reader confronts mediated
knowledge, but “Thirty

foregrounds restricted perception, whereas

Kilometers”

“The Balkhi Elephant” foregrounds the
production of competing truths through
memory, rumor, interpretation, and conscious
fabrication.

Qaderi’'s selected stories, by contrast,
organize absence, deprivation, and lost
possibility through material and sensory
traces. In “The Roads Smell of Crows,” the
central structure is not travel in a conventional
sense but prolonged waiting for absent figures.
Damna waits for her father, while the narrator
searches for her brother Khaled, who has
been taken away. Information is gradually
released through brief  conversations,
remembered clothing, descriptions of missing
persons, drawings, and references to home,
Kabul, and Maywand Road (20). The absent
figures are reconstructed through partial
external signs rather than direct presence:

garments, a faceless drawing, a road, a
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stream, and the crow form a motif network
through which absence becomes materially
perceptible. The phrase “the smell of crows”
provides the strongest defamiliarizing effect
because it fuses smell with an animal
ordinarily associated with sight and sound,
while the cultural expectation of the crow as a
bearer of news is ironized by the prolonged
absence of any news. The ending intensifies
this structure when Damna herself disappears,
turning the one who waited for an absent
person into another absent figure. In “Anis’s
Earring,” the syuzhet reverses the
conventional logic of suspense by revealing
Anis’s death at the beginning while postponing
certainty about the identity of the girl
encountered in the narrator's shop.
Recognition is therefore delayed not at the
level of fate but at the level of identity. The
earring, black eyes, veil, well, water, sewing,
photographs, and the lost possibility of
studying law form an interconnected system
through which Anis’s life gradually becomes
legible (20). The well is especially significant
because it links drought, reflection, absence,
and death, while the contrast between legal
education and domestic  needlework
materializes the gap between potential and
deprivation. Accordingly, the dominant in
Qaderi’s stories is not epistemic instability in
the same sense as Ataei’'s, but the
embodiment of absence and blocked futures
through objects, places, bodily details, and

recurring sensory signs.

In conclusion, the comparative analysis
demonstrates that the principal difference
between Ataei and Qaderi lies not merely in
their recurring themes of migration, violence,
identity, insecurity, loss, and gendered
experience, but in the formal hierarchies
through which these materials are narratively
organized. Ataei’'s selected stories place
greater emphasis on the problem of knowing:
perception is incomplete, memory may be
unstable, institutional information is
asymmetrically distributed, rumor multiplies
explanatory possibilities, and narration itself
may participate in the production of uncertain
truth. Qaderi’s stories, in contrast, give greater
organizing power to the material traces of
absence, deprivation, and unrealized futures;
clothing, roads, water, crows, earrings, wells,
eyes, photographs, and domestic objects
transform loss into something sensorially and
spatially present. Across all four narratives,
fabula and syuzhet diverge in ways that
regulate access to information, temporal order
is subordinated to memory and recognition,
and motif networks gain significance through
their structural placement rather than simple
repetition. The study therefore confirms that
the dominant cannot be identified through
frequency alone and that no isolated device
adequately explains the literariness of these
texts. Their aesthetic organization emerges
from the interaction of temporal arrangement,
focalization, delay, repetition, contrast, irony,
objects, and motifs within an integrated

narrative  system. The findings also
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demonstrate the continuing analytical value of
Russian Formalism for contemporary Persian
narrative prose when it is applied not as a
checklist of stylistic techniques but as a
relational method for examining how literary
devices cooperate, compete, and become
hierarchically organized within the total
structure of the work.
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