Literature Research Quarterly
Vol. 13, No. 3,
Fall 2025
pp. 27-53
Original Article

The Duality of Nostalgia and Survival:
A Comparative Study of Female Body Representation in Persian and

English Migration Literature, based on Two Contemporary Novels
(Return by Goli Taraghi and Of Women and Salt by Gabriela Garcia)

Elham Salmani Foroughi'*, Saeed Hessampour?, Moein Kazemifar?

1. PhD Candidate, Persian Language and Literature, Shiraz University
2. Professor of Persian Language and Literature, Shiraz University
3. Assistant Professor of Persian Language and Literature, Shiraz University

Received date:11.11.2025 Accepted date: 09.02.2026

Abstract

Artists forced to leave their homelands employ diverse techniques to represent migratory
experiences, establishing migration literature—especially the novel form—as a globally
prominent genre. This research conducts an in-depth comparative analysis of two
contemporary novels authored by women: Return by Goli Taraghi and Of Women and
Salt by Gabriela Garcia. Utilizing qualitative content analysis and library-based research,
the study demonstrates how the female body is represented across their respective
narrative forms and contents. Theoretically, the human body is a social and constructed
phenomenon, inextricably linked to power relations and heavily influenced by culture and
society. The female body, more overtly, serves as a primary site for reflecting dominant
discourses and cultural control. Findings indicate that geographical origins and social
class are decisive factors influencing divergent representations. In Return, the affluent
migrant’s body is depicted in a state of physical security, embodying purely nostalgic
yearning. Conversely, subaltern bodies in Of Women and Salt are portrayed in a state of
perpetual flight from multifaceted insecurities, representing a visceral struggle for
survival. Furthermore, the narrative structure of both works exhibits complete harmony
with their content. Taraghi’s coherent narrative and interior monologues represent a body
that remains unfragmented, possessing the capacity for self-care. In contrast, the
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disjointed storytelling and polyphonic voices in Garcia’s work mirror fragmented bodies
and the institutionalization of inherited trauma. The deliberate exclusion or
marginalization of male characters in both narratives further underscores the feminine
essence, emphasizing the reconstruction of marginalized female identity, resistance, and
agency within displacement.

Keywords: Migration Literature, Contemporary Novel, Female Body, Goli Taraghi,
Gabriela Garcia

1- Introduction

The article delves into the intricate representation of the female body within
migration literature, employing a comparative approach to analyze two
contemporary novels: Return (Bazgasht, 2018) by the Iranian author Goli Taraghi
and Of Women and Salt (2021) by the Cuban-Mexican American writer Gabriela
Garcia. At its core, the study posits that the female body in migration narratives
serves as a multifaceted site, embodying a profound duality between regret—
manifested through nostalgia, loss, and identity fragmentation—and survival,
characterized by endurance, resistance, and agency amid adversity. This duality is
not merely thematic but is deeply influenced by intersecting factors such as
historical context, social structures, economic class, and cultural discourses.
Drawing on theoretical foundations from thinkers like Michel Foucault, who
views the body as a surface inscribed by power relations, and Julia Kristeva's
concept of the abject body, the article argues that migration transforms the female
body into a battleground where trauma is etched, yet it also becomes a conduit for
reclaiming identity and challenging oppressive systems.

Literature, particularly the novel, is a potent tool for transcending borders in a
turbulent world. Quoting Jonathan Gottschall (2021), it describes humans as "storytelling
animals," with the novel serving as a refuge and manifestation of contemporary human
experience. The novel is identified as the most widely read literary genre since the late
18th century, per Vincent Jouve (2015). The relationship between women and the novel
is emphasized: women writers have historically favored this form to explore overlooked
aspects of social, personal, and sexual life, as articulated by Rosalind Miles (2001). This
allows women to actively participate in defining gender, countering male-dominated
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signifying systems (Valizadeh, 2008). The article traces Iranian migration history from
ancient times, intensifying in the 19th century for commercial and political reasons, and
surging post-1979 Islamic Revolution due to political, social, economic, religious, and
climatic changes (Yahaghi, 2003). This led to an "exile nation" and the emergence of
"migration literature," categorized into phases: political and social conflicts in Iran, initial
exile dilemmas, dual-citizen life, and timeless, placeless narratives (Darvishpour, 2007).

Migration literature is classified into streams: political storytelling as contemporary
history (now waning); identity- and culture-focused narratives dealing with
disorientation, homesickness, nostalgia, duality, and identity crises; women's migration
fiction emphasizing gender inequality, independent identity, and love—where women
surpass men in breaking taboos and achieving inner independence (Tirgol, cited in
Ghorbanpour Arani et al., 2018); and miscellaneous stories on sociology, Iranian
customs, and eroticism. Overall, Persian migration literature is deemed post-revolutionary
(Saidi, 2023). Edward Said's idea of contrapuntal or polyphonic awareness is invoked:
migrants gain insights from multiple cultures, enabling unprejudiced views of their
homeland (Rezaei and Asadi Amjad, 2022). Migration literature disrupts structures,
definitions, and borders, amplifying marginalized voices (Tafreshi Motlagh, 2010). The
study justifies comparing Persian and English works to broaden perspectives on female
body representation under migration's shadow, highlighting class contrasts: affluent
versus subaltern migrants.

2- Literature Review
The literature review categorizes prior research into four areas: general migration
and literature; Persian migration literature; comparative studies; and body,
embodiment, and the female body. Due to the vastness, it selectively highlights
key contributions. In the first category, Fallah and Baramaki (2015) apply
postcolonial narratology to Persian migration texts, revealing how authors in a
"third space" center marginalized migrants and their desires. Ghorbanpour Arani
et al. (2018) flow-chart Persian diaspora fiction from the 1960s, dividing it into
political, identity-centric, and women's streams, noting women's progress in
cultural confrontation and self-identification. Pirayesh (2018) uses Stuart Hall and
Homi Bhabha to depict hybrid identities in Asian-American women's literature,
portraying migrants in liminal spaces.

Azimi and Ahmadzadeh (2018) bridge philosophy, sociology, and literature in
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body studies, arguing literature aptly captures embodied experiences. Mirabedini
(2020) in One Hundred Years of Iranian Fiction examines migration's historical
impact on Iranian writers and their works. Shahroudi (2022) employs postcolonial
theory (e.g., Soren Frank) to analyze migration literature's features, focusing on
identity formation and self-other dialectics in origin and host societies. Jokari and
Hassampour (2022) study body and identity construction in Iranian adolescent
novels, finding gender discourse shapes bodily subjectivities. Erfanifard (2023)
analyzes plural identities in 13 Persian migration works, uncovering societal
transformations among Iranian expatriates. Hajibabaei (2023) compares migrant
portrayals in French and Persian contemporary literature, contrasting discourses
on illegal migration and migrant status. Akbari et al. (2023) explore power, body,
and social gender construction in two novels, identifying themes like
feminization, silencing, subjugation, and evolving gender signs.

The review notes a significant gap: no direct comparative analyses (sans
translation) between Persian migration literature and other languages/cultures
exist, underscoring the article's novelty in juxtaposing Persian and English texts
without intermediaries.

3- Methodology and Research Question

The methodology employs qualitative content analysis, relying on library sources.
Selection criteria for novels include: being novels, published in the last decade,
authored by women with lived migration experiences, and centering migration
and female migrant lives. After reviewing numerous works, Refurn and Of
Women and Salt were chosen purposefully from contrasting cultural and class
backgrounds—affluent Iranian versus subaltern Latin American—to illustrate
how class fundamentally alters female body experiences and representations.
Return exemplifies first-generation elite Iranian migrants, while Of Women and
Salt chronicles historical Latin American women's anguish under U.S.
immigration. The English original of Garcia's novel was used, despite a Persian
translation's availability. The research question investigates how differing
historical, social, and class origins of female migrant authors shape female body
representations, elucidating similarities and differences.
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Author backgrounds: Taraghi (b. 1939, Tehran) migrated to the U.S. and
France; Return follows Mahsima, a middle-aged Iranian migrant in France, torn
between staying and returning amid family dispersal. Garcia (b. 1984, U.S.), with
Mexican-Cuban parents, narrates six generations of Latin American women
across 1866-2019, from Cuba to Mexico, Miami to Texas.

4- Body Politics: The Supervised Body versus the Afflicted Body

This section theorizes the body as culturally constructed, per Zarghani et al.
(2021), and embodied existence as ethical living with others (Khabazi Kenari and
Sabti, 2016). Foucault's body as event-inscribed surface enables analyzing power's
material effects; it's a tool for social control, resistance, discourse deployment, and
contestation (Mills, 2013). Douglas (1996) sees the body reflecting societal states,
aiding self-other understanding (Inanloo, 2016). In modern Iran, body
problematization stems from recent societal shifts (Maraghi and Khaniki, 2022).
Bodies are biological yet cultural, disciplined by power for utility (Jafari, 2021;
Ahmadnia, 2005). Female body domination carries political implications
(Bahrami Boroumand, 2023).

In Return, Mahsima's body is discursive and supervised, from a secure pre-
migration domesticity where she fulfilled traditional wife-mother roles. Migration
to France and family abandonment fragment her ("scattered woman," Taraghi,
2018: 11). Her return seeks house reclamation—symbolizing identity—from a
former servant. Adventures lead to selling the Tehran house and retreating to
Damavand garden for gardening and photography, transcending gender clichés.
Her body evolves from passive/ill to active/creative, resisting discourses. Themes:
fearing judgmental gazes (e.g., veiled women's stares, ibid.: 92), aging/beauty
anxieties (ibid.: 144), veiling dissonance (ibid.: 12, 144-145), and self-care
politics. Illness post-husband's infidelity revelation is psychosomatic, embodying
relational trauma.

Contrastingly, Of Women and Salt features afflicted bodies in survival
gambles. Maria Isabel's factory toil causes nosebleeds, her childbirth amid
husband's execution (Garcia, 2021: 29-30) embodies life-death resistance against
colonial patriarchy. Jeanette, U.S.-born with migrant stigma, pursues assimilation
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via risky behaviors: sexual fantasies, cocaine initiation, caregiving despite
vulnerability, enduring abuse. Gloria's undocumented body faces institutional
control in detention—sexual assault warnings, nocturnal raids, punitive
isolation—culminating in unaffordable cancer (Kiminejad Mollaei, 2024: 46).
Ana's child labor burns fingers; border crossings induce illness, near-freezing
death. Dolores survives domestic/political violence. These abject bodies
(Kristeva, 1982) are polluted, rejected, highlighting class-based disparities in
bodily endurance.

5- Geography of Identity: From '"Safe House and Garden" to "Detention
Center and Bloody Border"

Space extends mentality in migration literature, with metaphors like house,
bridge, border symbolizing psyche (Saidi, 2023). Metaphors shape cognition
(Lakoff and Johnson, 2003). Return contrasts enclosed security with Of Women
and Salf's open peril. Mahsima reclaims territory: Tehran house as maternal
womb, security symbol (Chevalier and Gheerbrant, 2005; Kerr in Bahrami
Boroumand, 2023; de Botton, 2009). Renovation rebirths self ("recreating
herself," Taraghi, 2018: 97; "house-cleaning for rebirth," ibid.: 117). Object
obsessions (photos, rugs, shoes) combat decay;, photography freezes time.
Damavand garden as pristine paradise invites existential restoration (Chevalier
and Gheerbrant, 2005: vol. 2, 42—44), banishing regrets (ibid.: 156).

Garcia's spaces are insecure: homes invaded, paternal assaults, domestic abuse.
Women defend bodies as primary territory amid hostile geographies. Salt evokes
fluid pain—sweat, ocean, tears—symbolizing duality. Borders fragment: mother-
daughter, personal-social, class-racial, Mexico-U.S. (lethal to women/children).
Spivak's double subaltern marginalization (Shahimiri, 2010: 140) applies: external
colonialism, internal patriarchy. Class explains: elites buy seclusion for identity
flourishing; subalterns endure perpetual assault.

6- Textual Corpus and Bodily Corpus: Alignment of "Form' and "Content"
Form mirrors content. Taraghi's stream-of-consciousness monologue suits solitary
introspection, nostalgia; photography emphasizes temporal stasis. Garcia's
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fragmented, non-linear polyphony reflects intergenerational trauma (Romaguera,
2023), shifting narrators underscoring collective, structural-personal wounds.
Men's marginality—absent, passive, violent—centers female narration, resisting
male historiography; Garcia's more overt.

7- Conclusion

Both novels portray women at intersections (Crenshaw, 1991), bodies bearing
struggle marks. Return individualizes elite regret, bodies as aesthetic anti-decay
projects. Of Women and Salt collectivizes subaltern survival, bodies as exploited
labor. Class dominates, differentiating introspection from endurance. Trauma
varies: superficial (veiling) versus visceral (assaults). Forms align: linear
introspection for integrated bodies; fragmented polyphony for shattered ones.
Male marginalization empowers female agency: artistic isolation (Taraghi) versus
generational solidarity (Garcia). The study advocates transcending cultural
clichés, emphasizing political economy and colonialism for nuanced migrant
women's insights.
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