https://doi.org/10.71497/jostarnameh.2024.1128858

A Structural Analysis of Modernism in Elif Shafak's “Three
Daughters of Eve” Through Conrad Knaust's Structural
Framework
Sara Hajjar! ; Fereidoon Tahmasbi? (Corresponding Author) ; Shabnam

Hatampour® ; Gholamreza Davoudipour®

Abstract
Modernism was a literary, cultural, and artistic movement that emerged in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries. This movement, focused on innovation in both
form and content, aimed at destabilizing and reconstructing traditional narrative
patterns. In this context, the theory of “Konrad Knaust”, a German writer and
critic, identifies three key components: the farewell to the traditional hero, the
farewell to the classical plot, and the farewell to the omniscient narrator. This
study examines the manifestation of these features in Elif Shafak’s novel “Three
Daughters of Eve”, with the goal of exploring how these modernist elements
emerge within the work. To achieve this, methods of textual analysis commonly
used in modern fiction studies are employed. The findings suggest that the
protagonist's role as an antihero and the nonlinear plot structure, employing
modernist techniques such as stream of consciousness, effectively align with
Knaust's modernist characteristics. Furthermore, the shift in narration from an
omniscient narrator to dialogues between characters enhances the understanding
of modernist dimensions. This analysis contributes to a deeper understanding of
modern structures and techniques in contemporary literature.
Keywords: Modernism, Konrad Knaust, Modern Novel, Three Daughters of
Eve, Elif Shafak.

Detailed Abstract

- Introduction

Modernism represents one of the most influential intellectual, literary and
artistic movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As a radical
response to the epistemological, aesthetic, and narrative foundations of
previous traditions, it instigated a fundamental transformation in narrative
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form, characterization and modes of representation. Emphasizing a
rupture from classical models and embracing the existential complexities
of modern human life, modernism challenged traditional storytelling
patterns and narrative authority by replacing linear, coherent, and
meaning-driven narratives with multi-layered, fragmented and ambiguous
forms.

In this regard, the theory of Konrad Knaust, a prominent German critic
and theorist, offers a systematic approach to the structural elements of
modern narrative. He identifies three essential features as the core
principles of modernist storytelling: the farewell to the traditional hero,
the abandonment of the classical plot and the rejection of the omniscient
narrator. According to Knaust’s model, the conventional hero is replaced
by the anti-hero, the linear and causally driven plot gives way to non-
linear, disjointed and psychologically oriented structures and the
authoritative narrator is substituted with a limited, subjective and often
unreliable perspective-frequently accompanied by uncertainty, doubt and
relativism.

- Research Methodology

The research method used in this study is descriptive—analytical, based on
a critical reading of the text through the lens of Knaust’s modern narrative
theory. The findings indicate that Elif Shafak intentionally and
purposefully employs modernist elements to portray the identity, ethical
and epistemological crises of contemporary Turkish society. Through the
use of layered characterization, fragmented structure and subjective,
indeterminate narration, Three Daughters of Eve emerges as a
multidimensional and philosophical work that transcends the boundaries
of a romantic or family novel, reaching the depth of existential and cultural
reflection.

-Discussion and Analysis

Relying on Knaust’s theoretical framework and employing a descriptive—
analytical methodology, the present study explores the manifestation of
modernist elements in Three Daughters of Eve, a novel by Elif Shafak.
This novel, shaped within the sociocultural context of contemporary
Turkey, contains narrative, structural and thematic elements that firmly
situate it within the realm of modern storytelling. By focusing on identity,
religion, philosophy and the psychological condition of modern
individuals, Shafak creates a complex, polyphonic narrative that lends
itself well to analysis through modern narrative theory.

The first modernist element-replacing the traditional hero with the anti-
hero-is embodied in the characterization of Peri. Unlike classical heroes,
who are defined by certainty, agency and a clear moral mission, Peri is
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portrayed as an unstable, multifaceted figure caught in existential
uncertainty. Her identity is defined through a triadic tension between three
poles-faith, sin and doubt-reflected in her relationships with Mona
(symbolizing faith), Shirin (symbolizing sin) and her own self
(symbolizing doubt). This feminine triad not only shapes the narrative
structure of the novel but also serves as a metaphor for the paradoxical
condition of the modern human confronted with religion, morality and
freedom.

The second modernist component-the departure from the classical plot-is
vividly reflected in the novel’s temporal and narrative structure. The
narrative of Three Daughters of Eve unfolds in a non-linear, fragmented
and intertwined manner. Moments from the present, depicted through a
dinner party in Istanbul, are interlaced with recollections of the
protagonist’s university years at Oxford. Techniques such as stream of
consciousness, flashbacks and free mental associations immerse the reader
in a narrative world governed not by causal coherence but by emotional,
psychological and subjective experiences. This disjointed structure itself
reflects epistemological uncertainty and the identity crisis inherent in the
modern world.

The third essential tenet of Knaust’s theory-the rejection of the omniscient
narrator-is also fulfilled in this novel. The narrative voice in Three
Daughters of Eve is not that of an all-knowing, superior observer, but
rather a limited, subjective and at times confused perspective, primarily
emerging through Peri’s inner world, memories and reflections. Unlike
classical narratives that represent the world through the lens of absolute
truth, this novel embraces uncertainty and multiplicity of meaning, which
aligns with the relativistic epistemology of the modern worldview.

In addition to its narrative structure, the thematic framework of Three
Daughters of Eve is also grounded in modernist principles. By
constructing a feminine triad of faith, sin and doubt, Shafak investigates
fundamental tensions between tradition and modernity, East and West,
religion and rationality and gender and power. These tensions are not
resolved through definitive answers but are posed as existential,
philosophical, and cultural questions that invite the reader to contemplate
the complexities of the modern world and the condition of the
contemporary individual.

—-Conclusion

In conclusion, Three Daughters of Eve can be regarded as a prominent
example of modernist narrative within contemporary Middle Eastern
literature. Through the formal and thematic tools of modernism, the novel
offers a complex, ambiguous and multi-layered portrayal of the modern
individual. Ultimately, it employs the anti-hero, non-linear narrative and
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limited narrator as its principal storytelling elements. Interpreting this
novel in light of Knaust’s theory offers a deeper understanding of the
capacities and potentialities of modern literature in representing the
condition of the modern human being.
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