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Abstract

Mahmoud Dowlatabadi’s novel, Missing Soluch (Jay-e Khali-ye Soluch), stands as a
monumental work of contemporary Persian literature, offering a gritty, realist
portrayal of a rural family’s disintegration in the wake of the father’s sudden
disappearance. While the novel has been extensively critiqued through sociological
and historical lenses—emphasizing the impacts of land reform and modernization on
Iranian rural structures—the psychological interiority of its characters offers an
equally rich, yet less explored, terrain. This research adopts a descriptive-analytical
approach to examine the novel through the theoretical framework of Alfred Adler’s
Individual Psychology. By bypassing the deterministic views of classical
psychoanalysis, this study utilizes Adlerian concepts such as the "Inferiority
Complex," "Striving for Superiority," "Style of Life," "Social Interest," and "Birth
Order" to deconstruct the motivations and behaviors of the protagonists: Mergan,
Abbas, and Abrav. The findings reveal that the "empty place" of the father acts as a
catalytic trauma, generating a profound sense of inferiority within the family unit.
However, consistent with Adler’s concept of the "Creative Self," each character
interprets this trauma differently: Mergan channels her struggle into a socially useful
resilience; Abbas, suffering from the trauma of dethronement, descends into a ruling

and destructive lifestyle; and Abrav utilizes competitive striving to foster
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constructive ambition. This study elucidates how Dowlatabadi’s characters are not
merely victims of their environment but active agents constructing their destinies

through their specific psychological interpretations of their suffering.

Keywords: Missing Soluch, Alfred Adler, Character Analysis, Inferiority Complex,
Striving for Superiority, Lifestyle, Social Interest, Birth Order.

Introduction

Literature has long served as a reflective mirror of the human psyche, capturing the
depths of human experiences, traumas, and aspirations. As one of the most prominent
literary genres, the novel provides a unique platform for psychological exploration.
Through intricate characterization and the detailed unraveling of internal conflicts,
novels allow for a profound analysis of human motivation that often transcends mere
storytelling. The symbiotic relationship between literature and psychology, particularly
following the advent of psychoanalytic schools in the early 20th century, has opened
new horizons in interdisciplinary studies. While Sigmund Freud pioneered
psychoanalytic literary criticism with his theories on the unconscious, defense
mechanisms, and the Oedipal complex—often viewing the literary text as a
manifestation of the author’s neuroses—Alfred Adler offered a distinct and perhaps
more empowering path with his theory of "Individual Psychology."

Unlike Freud, who emphasized the dominance of sexual instincts and the
deterministic weight of the past, Adler viewed the human being primarily as a social
entity. He posited that individuals are pulled by their goals and future aspirations
(teleology) rather than merely being pushed by their pasts. Adler argued that one
cannot study a human being in isolation from their social context, and while
childhood experiences are crucial, the human spirit is not a passive victim of these
events. Instead, through the agency of the "Creative Self," individuals possess the
power to interpret their conditions and shape their destinies.

The novel Missing Soluch by Mahmoud Dowlatabadi is a towering masterpiece
of Iranian realism. Set in the desolate, poverty-stricken village of Zaminej (likely in
Khorasan), the narrative chronicles the harrowing struggle for survival of a rural
family following the sudden, unexplained disappearance of the patriarch, Soluch.
Mergan, the fierce and resilient mother, is left to shoulder the crushing burden of the
family’s survival in a misogynistic and economically ravaged environment. She
must manage not only the physical survival of her family but also the psychological

disintegration of her two sons, Abbas and Abrav, and her young daughter, Hajar.
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Dowlatabadi’s characterization in this work is deep, multilayered, and relentlessly
realistic, accompanied by a prose that is both skeletal and poetic.

The "Missing" in the title is not merely a physical absence; it is a psychological
void. The text serves as an exceptional foundation for the application of Adler’s
theory because the novel is, at its core, a narrative about the response to a perceived
deficit. It is a story not just of economic poverty, but of "psychological poverty"—
the struggle to find meaning and validity in a life stripped of its traditional anchor.
The "Empty Place" of Soluch becomes the epicenter for generating feelings of
inferiority within the family, compelling each member to navigate a different path to
fill this void.

Materials and methods

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on the tenets of literary
psychology. The primary "material" for this research is the text of the novel Missing
Soluch. The "method" involves a close reading of the text to identify behavioral
patterns, internal monologues, and interpersonal dynamics that align with Adlerian
concepts. Data collection was performed through library research, including the
study of Adler’s primary texts and authoritative commentaries, alongside the

systematic extraction of relevant passages from the novel.

Discussion and results

In this section, the primary characters of the novel—Mergan, Abbas, and Abrav—
along with the peripheral but pivotal figure of Soluch, are analyzed through the lens
of Adler’s key concepts. The narrative of Missing Soluch provides a comprehensive
field for this analysis, as the central premise—the sudden absence of the father—
acts as a stress test that forces each character’s core "lifestyle" to manifest in its
rawest form.

Analysis of Mergan: The Socially Useful Resilience

Mergan is the emotional and active backbone of the novel. She wakes up one
morning to find her husband, Soluch, gone, leaving her to face a hostile world alone.
From an Adlerian perspective, her character arc is a profound study in the
transformation of "inferiority" into "constructive striving."
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Inferiority and Striving for Superiority

Mergan faces a multifaceted inferiority. Biologically (in the context of the
novel’s setting), she is viewed as the "weaker sex." Socially, she is destitute.
Psychologically, the abandonment strips her of her identity as a wife, leaving her
vulnerable. Dowlatabadi poignantly describes her feeling of being a "worthless piece
of meat" when she fails to sell her yarn. This is the raw feeling of inferiority.

However, Mergan’s "Creative Self" refuses to succumb to an "Inferiority Complex"
(paralysis). Instead, she engages in a relentless "Striving for Superiority." For Mergan,
"superiority” does not mean dominance over others; it means "competence" and
"survival." Her goal is perfection in her role as a mother and protector. The sentence,
"Whatever it was, Mergan tried not to come up short... in the eyes of the children, in her
own eyes, even in the eyes of the gone Soluch" (Dowlatabadi, 2003: 55), perfectly
encapsulates the Adlerian drive. She is compensating for the void left by Soluch by

expanding her own presence and capabilities.

Style of Life and Social Interest

Mergan exemplifies the "Socially Useful" lifestyle. This type is characterized by
high activity and high social interest. Mergan is ceaselessly active—working in the
fields, gathering camel thorns, managing the home. Her high level of "Social
Interest” is evident in her dedication to her children. But it extends beyond them;
even in her dire poverty, she shows empathy for her neighbor, Karbalai Dushanbe,
cooking for him when he is ill.

Adler argues that social interest is the barometer of sanity. Mergan’s sanity and
resilience, despite the maddening pressure, stem from this deep connection to others.
Her ability to "give" even when she has nothing proves that she has transcended the
self-centeredness of neurosis. Her "Creative Self" interprets the tragedy not as a
reason to withdraw (Avoidant Style) or to exploit others (Ruling Style), but as a call

to action.
Analysis of Abbas: The Dethroned Tyrant

Abbas, the eldest son, stands in stark contrast to his mother. He serves as a tragic case
study for Adler’s theory of "Birth Order" and the neurosis of the "Dethroned" firstborn.
Birth Order and Dethronement

As the firstborn male, Abbas likely enjoyed a period of undivided attention and

status before the birth of his brother, Abrav. This position gave him a sense of

entitlement. The sudden departure of Soluch acts as a "secondary dethronement,"
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stripping him of the patriarchal shield he hid behind. He is thrust into the role of the
"man of the house" without possessing the necessary competence.

This gap between his "expected status" (Head of the Family) and his "actual
ability" (incompetence) creates a severe Inferiority Complex. He feels deep down
that he is "tiny and insignificant" (khordineh) compared to the overwhelming reality
and his mother’s strength.

The Ruling Lifestyle and the Superiority Complex

To mask this crushing feeling of inferiority, Abbas adopts a "Ruling" lifestyle.
He tries to forcefully extract the respect he cannot earn. His behavior is a textbook
"Superiority Complex"—a false inflation of self-importance to hide inner emptiness.

His obsession with "seniority"—demanding the first tea, the first mouthful of
food, and constantly declaring "I am Soluch’s eldest son!"—is a desperate attempt to
cling to a status that no longer holds real power. Unlike Mergan’s constructive
striving, Abbas’s striving is on the "useless side of life." He engages in gambling,
bullying, and theft. He views his family not as a team to support (Social Interest) but
as subjects to dominate.

His lack of social interest is absolute. When his sister Hajar is dying, instead of
empathy, he attacks his mother: "Why didn’t you bring this child to the city sooner?"
He externalizes blame to protect his fragile ego. His hatred for his mother stems

from his inability to dominate her; she is the painful mirror of his own inadequacy.

Analysis of Abrav: The Ambitious Competitor
Abrav, the second son, embodies the psychological dynamism Adler attributed to
the "Middle Child." He is the antithesis of Abbas, representing a "Constructive

Striving" born of competition.

Birth Order and Competitive Striving

Abrav has never known the privilege of being the only child. He was born into a
world with a "pacemaker"—Abbas—already ahead of him. This position places him
in a permanent state of competition. Adler noted that second children often behave
as if they are in a race.

In Missing Soluch, this dynamic is palpable. Abrav works harder not just to
survive, but to not fall behind Abbas. "Abrav... did not straighten his back, lest he
lag behind his brother." This fear of being "less" is channeled into a positive drive
for competence. Unlike Abbas, who looks backward to a lost golden age of status,
Abrav looks forward to a future he must build.
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Developing Social Interest and Lifestyle

Abrav’s lifestyle evolves from a competitive focus to a "Socially Useful"
orientation. While Abbas seeks shortcuts (gambling), Abrav seeks skills (tractor
driving, brick making). His approach to life is realistic and adaptive.

His developing social interest is evident in his sense of justice. He is the one who
stands up to Abbas to protect the family’s land: "You can't sell the land. That land
belongs to us too." Here, he defends the collective interest against individual greed.
His confrontation with Abbas over his earnings—refusing to gamble them away—
shows a maturity that transcends mere sibling rivalry. He realizes that true
superiority lies in independence and contribution, not in hollow titles. Abrav proves
that the "inferiority" of being the second-born can be the very fuel for success,
provided the "Creative Self" directs it toward useful goals.

Hajar and Soluch: The Victim and the Ghost

Hajar: As the youngest and a female in a patriarchal setting, Hajar represents the
tragic outcome when "inferiority" is overwhelmed by environmental crushing. She
lacks the agency of her mother or the competitive drive of her brothers. She is the
silent victim, whose potential "Creative Self" is stifled by absolute powerlessness.

Soluch: Though absent, Soluch functions as the "Fictional Final Goal" for the
family. In Adlerian theory, people act according to their expectations of the future.
The family’s life orbits around the "idea" of Soluch. His own departure can be
analyzed as an "Avoidant" lifestyle response. Overwhelmed by his own economic
inferiority and inability to provide, he chose "flight" over "fight," leaving his family
to grapple with the void.

Integrative Discussion

The application of Adler’s theory allows for a synthesis that goes beyond
individual character studies. The novel Missing Soluch can be read as a dramatization
of the conflict between different "Lifestyles" in the face of a shared trauma.

The "Empty Place" (The Void) is the central stimulus.
1. Mergan fills the void with Work and Care (Sublimation).
2. Abbas tries to fill the void with Force and Illusion (Neurotic Compensation).

3. Abrav tries to fill the void with Achievement and Growth (Healthy Compensation).

5This divergence illustrates Adler’s concept of the "Creative Self" perfectly. The

environment (poverty + abandonment) provides the same "bricks" for all three, but
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the "houses" they build (their personalities) are radically different. This refutes the
idea of pure environmental determinism often found in naturalistic readings of the
novel. Dowlatabadi shows that even in the depths of Zaminej’s poverty, the human
spirit retains the power of choice—the choice between being a tyrant like Abbas or a
protector like Mergan.

SFurthermore, the friction between Abbas and Abrav is not merely plot-driven
but deeply psychological. It is the clash between a "reactionary" mindset (Abbas
holding on to the past status) and a "progressive" mindset (Abrav building a future).
Abbas represents the decay of the old patriarchal order that relies on titles without
merit, while Abrav represents the emergence of a new, merit-based resilience
necessary for the changing world.

Conclusion

5The psychological analysis of Missing Soluch based on Alfred Adler’s Individual
Psychology offers compelling insights into the masterpiece of Mahmoud
Dowlatabadi. While Adler’s theory has faced criticism for simplifying the
unconscious, its teleological and social focus proves to be a robust tool for analyzing
realist literature where characters are defined by their social struggles.

The Universality of Inferiority

The study yields significant conclusions, primarily regarding the ubiquity of the
feeling of inferiority. The novel validates the Adlerian premise that this feeling is the
primary driving force of human behavior. The "Empty Place" of Soluch functions as
the ultimate symbol of this lack, creating a vacuum that demands a distinct
psychological response from every character.

The Determining Power of the Creative Self

A crucial finding is the stark difference between the trajectories of Mergan,
Abbas, and Abrav, which demonstrates that trauma is not destiny. The "Creative
Self" determines whether suffering leads to neurosis, as seen in Abbas, or resilience,
as embodied by Mergan and Abrav. This distinction highlights the novel’s
humanistic core, proving that agency exists even in the margins of society.

The Psychological Realism of Birth Order
The analysis further confirms the relevance of birth order in shaping character

dynamics. The conflict between the brothers is deeply rooted in the psychology of
their positions in the family constellation. The novel accurately depicts the
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resentment of the dethroned firstborn and the ambition of the middle child, adding a

significant layer of psychological realism to the narrative.

Social Interest as a Survival Strategy

Ultimately, the novel suggests that survival is not merely physical but moral.
Characters who maintain "Social Interest"—a connection to the collective—retain
their humanity and sanity. In contrast, those who sever this tie, like Abbas, are

consumed by their own complexes.

The Eternal Struggle for Significance

Missing Soluch is more than a sociological document of rural Iran; it is a
profound psychological drama. It portrays the eternal human struggle to move from
a position of "minus" to a position of "plus." Through the lens of Adler, it becomes
evident that Dowlatabadi’s characters are engaged in a fierce battle not just for
bread, but for significance, dignity, and a place in the human community.
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