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Abstract

Golnar and the mirror is a novel by Mohammad Azam Rahnavard Zaryab
with a focus on the mental transformation of "Robabeh”, a dancer girl from
Kabul, one of whose ancester is Golnar, a ritual dancer in the court of a
Maharaja. Golnar once competed with her own image in the mirror and
gained amazing strength by winning over it. Robabeh also hopes for
overcoming her image. So, the main theme of the novel is considering the
mirror’s image as "other" and defeating it. Jacques Lacan considers the role
of "other" in forming the “subject”. ‘Mirror Stage’ is an important part of
Lacanian psychoanalysis. He considers it as an illusion that shows the
boundaries of the human existence and the presence of "another". This
research has analyzed the novel Golnar and the Mirror with a descriptive-
analytical method by applying a psychoanalytic criticism approch. It has
studied the meaning of Golnar's competition with the "other" in the mirror,
as well as the mental evolution of Robabeh and her attempt to transform
into Golnar. The result shows that both Golnar and Robabeh fought against
the "other" in two different ways and succeeded in finding the true identity
of "themselves".

Keywords: Afghan fictional literature, Psychoanalytic criticism, Jacques
Lacan, Golnar and the mirror, Rahnavard Zaryab.

1. Introduction

Golnar and the Mirror is a short novel written by Azam Rahnaward Zaryab,
arenowned Afghan writer. In this novel, Golnar is a dancer of a Maharaja’s
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court in the city of Lucknow, India, who competes in dancing with her
reflection in the mirror and defeates it. After her, her female descendants
(including Robabeh who is the protagonist in the novel) also strive to defeat
their own reflections in the mirror.

Jacques Marie Lacan, the post-Freudian psychoanalyst introduces a
stage in human mental development known as the ‘Mirror Stage’, which
could be a metaphor for anything that reveals the ‘self' of a person or
distinguishes it from 'others’. Given that the "image in the mirror"
perceived as the "other" plays a crucial role in this novel, Lacanian
psychoanalytic criticism could be an appropriate method of analyzing this
novel. Accordingly, the present study seeks to study the the competition
between Golnar and her reflection in the mirror from a Lacanian
psychoanalytic perspective. This research also analyzes the transformation
of Robabeh into Golnar based on the same framework and to elucidate its
deeper meanings.

2. Methodology

The research method in this article is descriptive-analytical and library-
based. The aim of the research is to decode the ‘Golnar/Mirror' duality,
Golnar's competition with her own reflection in the mirror, and the spiritual
transformation of Robabeh by employing the Lacanian reading method.
The hidden meanings of the text are ultimately detected.

3. Results and discussion

In the novel Golnar and the Mirror, two separate narratives can be
distinguished. In the past era, Golnar (the Maharaja’s dancer) competes
with her own reflection in the mirror (a competition that continues with the
later Golnars). In the contemporary era, Robabeh is spiritually transformed,
and she attempts to become Golnar (the Maharaja’s dancer).

The most significant event of the past era is Golnar’s competition with
her reflection in the mirror and her triumph over it. Golnar is a character
who exists in a cohesive and unified world, consistent with Lacan’s
description of the imaginary order. She does not tolerate rupture or
otherness, and her sense of happiness depends on the continuity of unity
and wholeness. According to Lacan’s theory, what disrupts this unity is the



boundary between the "self" and the "other", symbolized in this part of the
story by the mirror, which represents the Other. Based on Lacanian thought,
the image within the mirror is not Golnar herself but rather the Other; if
she mistakes it for her "self", she falls into illusion and deception. Golnar’s
competition with her reflection, which represents the Other, and her effort
to eliminate it is a means of restoring the unified world in which she once
lived. In other words, defeating the image in the mirror signifies a struggle
against fragmentation in a unified world. This is the same cohesive and
singular world that, in mystical and mythological thought, is considered the
key to human joy and happiness.

The second part of the narrative in Golnar and the Mirror occurs in the
contemporary world. The main event in this section is Robabeh’s spiritual
transformation and her attempt to become Golnar. She wishes to, like
Golnar, rise to compete with her reflection in the mirror. At first, she
believes that, to defeat the image in the mirror, she must uncover a secret
that Golnar knew. Later, her encounter with the Other (a drunken man who
insults Robabeh at a party) shifts her from the imaginary order to the
symbolic order. Her first bitter experience of facing the big Other plunges
her into depression and sorrow. However, as time goes on, Robabeh
continuously experiences increasingly unpleasant manifestations of
fragmentation, sinking deeper into isolation and loneliness.

Unlike Golnar, Robabeh lives in the contemporary world, in a country
that perfectly embodies a fragmented reality filled with the presence of the
Other. Under these circumstances, unlike Golnar, Robabeh cannot defeat
the Other, neither in the actual mirror nor in the metaphorical one.

4. Conclusion

Based on Lacanian psychoanalytic criticism, Golnar's era aligns with the
imaginary order, a phase in which the world is perceived as unified and
cohesive. Golnar’s struggle with her reflection in the mirror represents a
battle against the Other or her unconscious, ultimately leading to an
encounter with the real order. By defeating the Other within the mirror,
Golnar attains truth, unity, and an astonishing power.
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In contrast, Robabeh lives in the contemporary era. Unlike the
wholeness of the past, the modern world is the period of multiplicity and
fragmentation; it is a world that can be equated with Lacan’s symbolic
order. In this realm, the Other manifests as the big Other, whether in the
form of the drunken man (as a transcendental signifier and representative
of patriarchal discourse), the factory and smoke (as symbols of
industrialization and capitalism), or the Taliban ideology (as a symbol of
dogmatism and opposition to art and tradition), all of which surround her
existence. Within this order, Robabeh becomes a fractured, isolated, and
suffering subject. Although she longs, like Golnar, to overthrow the Other
in the mirror that prevents her from achieving unity with the world, the
barriers of the symbolic order render this dream unattainable.

Nevertheless, by compelling the novelist to write her life story,
Robabeh attempts to confront the Other within the symbolic order itself.
She does it by using language as her tool. Through the writing of this novel,
she succeeds in leaving a trace of her true identity within the fabric of
language. By renaming herself Golnar, she partially fulfills her long-held
desire.
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