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Abstract

Existentialism is a philosophical school that has found expression in
literary works, including novels and plays. Founded by Kierkegaard,
later developed in France, and popularized particularly by Jean-Paul
Sartre, this philosophy is based on the principles of absolute human
freedom and the precedence of existence over essence, considering
human beings wholly responsible for their own destiny. Along with
modernity, existentialism entered Persian literature and influenced a
number of writers. Among those whose works reveal traces of this
mode of thought is Mustafa Mastoor, who consistently explores the
dilemmas of modern humanity. His novel Innocence is closely
connected with existentialist ideas. Drawing upon Sartre's philosophy,
the present study offers a descriptive and analytical examination of
existentialist elements in Innocence. Findings indicate that the novel
portrays such conditions as freedom and individual choice,
meaninglessness, despair, and absurdity. Ultimately, Innocence,
without providing a solution for the bewildered individual of the
modern age, leaves human beings wandering in an infinite realm of
uncertainty in their search for the meaning and purpose of creation.

1. Introduction

Modern human beings have experienced an intellectual and philosophical crisis in their mode of

existence. In Heidegger’s words, they “fall from one crisis into another” (2007, 59). Numerous

questions concerning the nature of modern humanity have emerged, occupying not only
philosophers but also artists, poets, and writers. Philosophy, in its broadest sense, denotes the
mind’s movement toward uncovering and questioning the mysteries of existence, while literature
likewise engages with questions concerning human beings. Hence, there exists a close relationship
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between the discourses of philosophy and literature. As Matthews observes, “Existentialism is a
kind of philosophy that naturally expresses itself in literary form” (2008, 85).

Among the thinkers associated with this school, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Albert
Camus, and Fyodor Dostoevsky have exercised considerable influence on literature. Through
novels and plays, they brought their philosophical ideas into the literary sphere by embodying
them in fictional characters. Since the 1940s and 1950s, existentialism has attracted followers in
Iran. Iranian modern intellectuals and writers, in search of a new philosophical framework, found
existentialism to be a fruitful avenue for intellectual inquiry. Sadegh Hedayat, Gholamhossein
Saedi, Reza Ghassemi, Abbas Maroufi, and Mustafa Mastoor are among the prominent writers
associated with this trend.

Innocence, one of Mastoor’s novels, demonstrates a marked affinity with existentialist thought.
The novel narrates the life of a modern man named Maziar, whose defining characteristics are
loneliness and alienation from society. Attempting to shape his own destiny through individual
agency and freedom of choice, he eventually succumbs to the bewilderment and abandonment
brought about by the meaninglessness of life.

The principal objective of this study is to provide a deeper understanding and analysis of Innocence
through the lens of existentialist thought, particularly Sartre’s philosophy.

2. Research Questions and Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach based on library research. In order to answer
the research questions and identify points of convergence between existentialist philosophers and
Mustafa Mastoor, a number of books and articles were examined alongside a close reading of
Innocence. Ultimately, this process led to the extraction and analysis of the existentialist elements
embedded in the novel. The research was based on the following questions:

e Which significant existentialist elements are discernible in the novel?
e How has Mastoor developed his narrative in accordance with this philosophical-literary
framework, and what achievements has he attained through it?

3. Findings and Conclusion

In Innocence Mastoor depicts humanity’s abandonment within the universe. It may be argued that
the novel represents a distillation of the ideas of existentialist thinkers, with Sartre occupying the
foremost position among them. From their perspective, absurdity serves both as a motive for
struggle and as a stimulus for constructing one’s life.

The characters of Innocence are abandoned, isolated, and alienated individuals inhabiting the
modern world. Having lost their sense of purpose, they are accompanied throughout the narrative
by profound feelings of emptiness and helplessness. The novel offers no clear solutions for its
characters. Mastoor’s fictional universe is fundamentally a world of uncertainty. Rather than
eliciting sympathy through the very notion of “innocence,” the novel leaves readers astonished by
the characters’ decisions and intellectual outlook.

One of the principal causes of this condition appears to be the excessive and distorted freedom
enjoyed by the characters in a world detached from religion. They regard themselves as
unconditionally autonomous beings who seek self-knowledge and then attempt to comprehend the
external world. Yet, the more they advance in this quest, the more pain, suffering, and anxiety they
experience. Confrontation with boundary situations such as death, suffering, fear, and guilt makes
individuals increasingly aware of their own deficiencies and limitations.
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Although, in a few pages of the novel, Mastoor introduces a mystical adviser representing the
traditional world into the modern setting of the story, he fails to assign this figure a practical and
influential role capable of guiding the bewildered existential characters toward an ultimate purpose
and human perfection.

Mastoor’s boundless curiosity regarding the philosophy of existence, life, and especially the fate
of his characters has resulted in a persistent inclination toward existentialist thought. Wandering
across the expanse of being and reaching the impasse of countless unanswered questions
concerning existence constitute the defining features of his fictional characters. After roaming
through the realm of wonder and bewilderment, the utmost realization they attain is the conviction
that life is not worth living.

The responses to the questions posed by the lonely, abandoned, and nihilistic characters culminate
in the ambiguous and obscure ending of the novel and reappear, in cyclical fashion, in the author’s
other works. The wandering souls of the characters, moving through the gray domain of existence
and fiction, are transformed into anxiety, anguish, and restless agitation. They eventually choose
fractured darkness over “a hundred thousand certainties of whiteness,” remaining suspended in a
static condition until another impulse born of darkness plunges them once more into bewilderment,
uncertainty, and an unfamiliar philosophy, thereby revealing ever deeper abysses.

In the end, Mastoor mysteriously appropriates the understanding of the philosophy of existence
exclusively in his own favor and channels only a single stream from that source to his readers and
audience.
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