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Abstract

This study investigates the semantic layers of dialogue in the novel I Will Turn Off
the Lights and examines their role in representing the transformation of the
protagonist. Based on theoretical definitions, dialogue can be articulated across
three semantic levels. At the first or external level, dialogue functions as a tool for
characterization and plot development. At the second or intermediate level, it
becomes part of the narrative voice, emerging from the communicative pattern
between the implied author and the implied reader. Finally, at the third or
underlying level-—and drawing on Bakhtinian polyphony—dialogue serves as a
medium for the formation of consciousness and thought. This semantic layer
emphasizes the significance of mixed voices (voices that show deference or take a
stance) and composite voices (voices that enter the core of identity). By analyzing
the protagonist’s dialogues across these three semantic levels, the study explores
the character’s evolution and reveals how these layers contribute to a more precise
and dynamic depiction of the protagonist’s transformation. The findings indicate
that dialogue, at all three semantic levels, plays a crucial role in portraying the
protagonist’s development throughout the narrative.
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implied reader; polyphony
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Extended Abstract

The novel I Will Turn Off the Lights by Zoya Pirzad is regarded as one of the
landmark works of contemporary Iranian literature. Through the everyday life of
Clarisse, an Armenian woman in Abadan during the 1960s, the novel portrays female
experience within a specific socio-cultural context. At first glance, the narrative
appears simple, employing plain language and routine events. However, this study
demonstrates that such simplicity functions as a narrative veil, concealing deeper
ideological and identity-related layers. In contrast to common readings that depict
Clarisse as a passive figure resigned to patriarchal norms, the research argues that
she undergoes a gradual and fundamental transformation from silence and passivity
to self-awareness and agency.

The central problem addressed is the tendency of earlier criticism to equate
stylistic simplicity with lack of depth. This paper rejects such interpretations,
showing that simplicity of language and narration is not a weakness but a deliberate
strategy that enables the representation of social, cultural, and personal struggles. In
this way, Pirzad’s novel becomes a multi-layered feminist text with significant
potential for literary and cultural analysis. The theoretical framework combines
Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of polyphony with Robert McKee’s narrative theory.
Dialogue is treated not merely as a device for advancing plot but as a discursive
arena saturated with ideology and worldview. The novelty of the study lies in
introducing two analytical concepts: separative voices, discourses that conflict with
personal identity and provoke resistance; and integrative voices, discourses that
merge into the protagonist’s identity and enable the emergence of a new, active self.

Dialogue is defined here as everything a character expresses to herself, to others,
or to the reader—whether explicitly, implicitly, or even without verbalization,
through meaningful presence in the narrative space. Evidence of the clash of ideas
and beliefs does not merely serve as a tool for advancing the plot but fundamentally
shapes the identity structure of the characters. Explicit dialogues directly engage
with the protagonist’s inner conflicts and guide her toward new choices, while
polyphonic dialogues—especially separative and integrative voices—play a crucial
role in reconstructing identity and leading the character toward deeper
self-understanding and awareness of her environment.

The methodology is qualitative content analysis with purposive sampling of key
dialogues. Selected passages were chosen for their strong alignment with the
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research objectives and for representing three stages of Clarisse’s transformation:
the initial portrayal of passivity, the depiction of inner and outer conflicts, and the
final manifestation of agency and integrated identity. The process involved repeated
readings of the text, identification of dialogues with high interpretive value, coding
of thematic elements, and categorization into explicit and polyphonic layers. Explicit
dialogues were analyzed for their direct reflection of personal dissatisfaction and
social tension, while polyphonic dialogues were examined for their ideological
multiplicity and their role in shaping identity.

This methodological approach allows for a systematic exploration of how
dialogue functions both at the explicit level—through direct exchanges, monologues,
and revelations—and at the polyphonic level, where multiple voices interact, clash,
and coalesce. Emphasis on qualitative analysis demonstrates that even the simplest
exchanges can carry ideological and identity-laden significance, illuminating the
trajectory of character development.

Findings indicate that Clarisse begins as a symbol of female passivity constrained
by traditional norms, but through interaction with multiple voices she gradually
evolves into a self-aware and active subject. This transformation occurs not at the
surface level but within the deeper, layered structure of the narrative. Explicit
dialogues reveal her initial state and social relations, while polyphonic dialogues
expose the confrontation of conflicting discourses and the redefinition of identity.

Separative voices, such as patriarchal discourse and cultural prejudice, challenge
her conformity and provoke resistance. Integrative voices, including discourses of
independence, spirituality, and solidarity, merge into her identity and enable
empowerment. Through this dynamic interplay, Clarisse evolves from a woman
defined by silence and duty into a subject capable of articulating her own perspective
and asserting her agency.

The results also show that dialogue functions as the central mechanism of
character construction, critique, and transformation. It is not merely a narrative
device but a structural and ideological force that redefines identity. The study
demonstrates that Pirzad’s novel systematically represents the process of women’s
identity transformation, thereby revealing its feminist depth and multicultural
significance.

The discussion highlights the importance of rejecting superficial interpretations
and recognizing the novel’s apparent simplicity as a deliberate strategy. By offering
a new framework for analyzing dialogue, the study provides fresh insight into the
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representation of women in contemporary Iranian literature and proposes a novel
model for character analysis. The feminist depth of the novel is evident on two levels:
first, in its critique of gender roles and emphasis on women’s economic and
emotional independence, linking it to cultural feminism of the second wave; and
second, in its focus on the lived experience of Armenian minority women in Iran,
connecting it to postcolonial feminism of the third wave.

In conclusion, I Will Turn Off the Lights emerges as a rich and multi-layered
narrative that, despite its apparent simplicity, reveals profound processes of identity
transformation. Through explicit and polyphonic dialogues, it depicts the
protagonist’s fundamental shift from silence and passivity to awareness and
agency—a process that redefines not only individual identity but also the social and
cultural position of women. The study affirms the novel’s significance for
contemporary literary studies and underscores its relevance for feminist and
multicultural analysis.
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