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Abstract

This research aims to analyze the narrative structure of Persian epistolary novels
and to elucidate the role of polyphony in this literary genre, based on Mikhail
Bakhtin's theory of polyphony. The theoretical framework of the study primarily
rests on Bakhtin's concepts of polyphony and heteroglossia, which emphasize the
importance of interaction and coexistence of independent voices and perspectives
within a text. The research methodology combines a descriptive-analytical
approach with case studies of prominent examples of Persian epistolary novels. In
this regard, the communicative nature of the epistolary form (letters, emails, text
messages, etc.) has been examined as the main ground for the emergence of
polyphony. The specific findings of the research indicate that the epistolary
structure inherently possesses a high capacity for creating and displaying multiple
and distinct character voices; an issue that directly impacts the enhancement of
narrative suspense, the richness of characterization, and the representation of the
complexity of reality. Furthermore, the research showed that the evolution of the
epistolary form towards new media has strengthened this polyphonic capability in
contemporary Iranian literature and provided new possibilities for expanding
narrative meaning. Finally, this study confirms that the epistolary novel, by
leveraging its form and polyphony, has played a prominent role in elevating
narrative structures and genres in contemporary Iranian literature.

Keywords: Epistolary novel; polyphony; fragmented structure; subjectivity;
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The epistolary novel is one of the most distinctive narrative forms in the history of
fiction, characterized by the construction of narrative through written documents
such as letters, diaries, memoirs, reports, and, in contemporary contexts, emails, text
messages, and other forms of digital communication. Unlike conventional linear
narratives that rely on an omniscient or dominant narrator, the epistolary form
presents the story indirectly through the subjective perspectives of characters,
thereby challenging the notion of a single, authoritative narrative voice. This dialogic
and communicative structure allows multiple voices, viewpoints, and interpretations
to coexist within the text, making the epistolary novel a particularly suitable form
for the realization of narrative polyphony.

In Persian literature, letter-writing has a long and well-established tradition,
evident in historical documents, official correspondence, literary prose, and mystical
writings. However, despite this rich background, the epistolary novel as an
independent narrative form has received relatively limited systematic and theoretical
attention. Existing studies often address the function of letters as a narrative device
in isolation, rather than examining the overall narrative structure of epistolary novels
and their implications for voice, perspective, and reader engagement. This gap is
particularly evident in studies of contemporary Persian fiction, where epistolary
techniques have increasingly been employed to represent fragmented subjectivities,
social complexities, and psychological depth.

The present study, entitled “An Analysis of the Narrative Structure in the Persian
Epistolary Novel,” seeks to address this gap by examining the narrative mechanisms
of Persian epistolary novels through the theoretical framework of Mikhail Bakhtin’s
concept of polyphony. By focusing on the structural and functional aspects of
epistolary narration, this research aims to demonstrate how the epistolary form
facilitates the coexistence of multiple independent voices, generates narrative
suspense, produces a fragmented and non-linear structure, intensifies the
representation of subjectivity, and assigns an active interpretive role to the reader.
The central argument of this study is that the epistolary novel in Persian literature
should not be regarded as a marginal or experimental form, but rather as a dynamic
and evolving narrative structure that has significantly contributed to the development
of modern Persian fiction.
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Method

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical methodology and is based on
qualitative textual analysis and library research. The theoretical framework is
primarily grounded in Bakhtin’s concepts of polyphony, dialogism, and
heteroglossia, which emphasize the interaction and coexistence of multiple
autonomous voices within a literary text. These concepts provide an effective
analytical lens for examining epistolary narratives, where the story is mediated
through diverse textual voices rather than a single narrative authority.

The corpus of the study consists of selected Persian epistolary novels from
contemporary literature. The selection of texts was carried out through purposive
sampling, focusing on works in which epistolary communication plays a central or
structurally significant role in the narrative. The corpus includes fully epistolary
novels, partially epistolary works, and novels that employ correspondence as a key
narrative strategy alongside other forms of narration. This inclusive approach allows
for a comparative analysis of different degrees and functions of epistolarity within
Persian fiction.

The analytical process involves a close reading of the selected texts, with
particular attention to narrative elements such as the types and directions of
correspondence, the organization and sequencing of letters, the presence or absence
of a fictional editor or implied narrator, shifts in focalization, the degree of
polyphony, and the representation of characters’ inner worlds. Additionally, the
study examines the role of the implied or internal reader within the narrative,
considering how gaps, silences, and temporal discontinuities invite reader
participation in reconstructing the story. By systematically correlating these
narrative features with Bakhtinian concepts, the research seeks to elucidate the
relationship between epistolary form and narrative meaning.

Results

The findings of the study reveal that the epistolary form inherently possesses a strong
potential for polyphony. The use of letters and other written documents enables each
character to articulate their own voice, language, and worldview without being
subsumed under a dominant narrative authority. As a result, the narrative space
becomes a site of dialogue, conflict, and interaction among multiple perspectives.
This multiplicity of voices not only enriches the narrative texture but also
destabilizes any claim to a single, objective truth.
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The analysis further demonstrates that one-sided epistolary narratives, in which
correspondence flows predominantly in a single direction, tend to produce a more
limited narrative scope and reduced dramatic tension. In contrast, multi-directional
epistolary novels, where multiple correspondents engage in reciprocal exchanges,
generate greater narrative suspense and semantic complexity. The juxtaposition of
different accounts of the same event highlights the relativity of perception and
underscores the constructed nature of narrative truth.

Another significant finding concerns the fragmented and discontinuous structure
of epistolary narratives. The temporal gaps between letters, the absence of direct
narrative transitions, and the selective disclosure of information create narrative
voids that require active reader involvement. Readers are compelled to infer causal
relationships, reconstruct chronological sequences, and interpret unspoken
motivations. This participatory mode of reading transforms the reader from a passive
recipient into an active co-producer of meaning,.

Moreover, the predominance of first-person narration in letters facilitates an
intensified representation of subjectivity. Characters’ emotions, thoughts, and
psychological states are conveyed directly, often without narrative mediation. This
immediacy enhances the psychological depth of the narrative and allows for nuanced
portrayals of inner conflict, memory, and identity. The findings indicate that Persian
epistolary novels frequently employ this subjective mode to explore themes such as
alienation, intimacy, social constraint, and personal crisis.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study suggest that the epistolary novel in Persian literature has
evolved into a complex, multilayered, and dialogic narrative structure. Far from
being a mere stylistic experiment or a marginal subgenre, the epistolary novel has
played a significant role in expanding the expressive capacities of Persian fiction.
By foregrounding multiple voices and perspectives, this form challenges monologic
modes of storytelling and aligns closely with Bakhtin’s conception of the novel as a
fundamentally dialogic genre.

The incorporation of modern communication technologies, such as emails and
digital messages, has further enhanced the polyphonic potential of epistolary
narratives. These contemporary forms of correspondence not only reflect changing
modes of communication but also introduce new possibilities for narrative
fragmentation, immediacy, and realism. Through these innovations, Persian
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epistolary novels engage more directly with the social and psychological
complexities of modern life.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the epistolary form, through its
dialogic structure, fragmented organization, and emphasis on subjectivity, offers a
productive framework for analyzing contemporary narrative practices in Persian
literature. The Persian epistolary novel emerges as a significant site for the
exploration of narrative plurality, reader participation, and the representation of
complex realities. Future research may further investigate the relationship between
epistolary narration and digital media, as well as comparative studies between
Persian and non-Persian epistolary traditions, to deepen our understanding of this
dynamic narrative form.
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