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Background: The psychological lived experiences of individuals with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) stemming from the Sacred Defense (Iran-lrag War) era are invaluable resources for a profound
understanding of the psychological and social impacts of war. Analyzing the narrative structure of these
experiences using the theoretical tools of Gérard Genette’s narratology, particularly key concepts such as
focalization, voice, and narrative time, enables the decoding of how trauma is represented and the
processes of meaning-making.

Aims: The present study aimed to conduct a narratological analysis of the lived experiences of individuals
with PTSD from the Sacred Defense era based on Genette’s theoretical framework, in order to understand
the structure and functions of their narratives.

Methods: This study, from a paradigmatic perspective, is a qualitative investigation with a descriptive-
analytical design, conducted to achieve a deep understanding of the lived experiences of individuals with
PTSD from the Sacred Defense era. Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews
using purposive, criterion-based sampling. The sampling process continued until theoretical saturation of
the data was achieved. Interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using Gérard
Genette’s theoretical framework. This analysis focused on the components of focalization, voice, and
narrative time, aiming to understand how traumatic experiences and the meaning-making of war are
represented within the narrative structure. In addition to interviews, library studies and documentary
analysis were employed to establish theoretical foundations and interpret the data.

Results: The findings from the narrative analysis of in-depth interviews with individuals with PTSD,
utilizing Genette’s framework, indicated that the narrative structure of traumatic experiences from the
Sacred Defense reflects meaningful patterns across the three domains of voice, time, and mood
(focalization). In all narratives, a homodiegetic narrator and an intradiegetic level were predominant,
emphasizing the authenticity of personal experience. Narrative time was characterized by the
intertwinement of past and present through anachrony and analepses (flashbacks), indicating the persistent
presence of traumatic memories. Mood or focalization was primarily internal and variable between past
and present perspectives, reflecting the process of re-evaluation and meaning-making. Furthermore, PTSD
symptoms such as intrusive memories, avoidance, negative alterations in cognition and mood, and
hyperarousal were reflected in the narrative structure.

Conclusion: The results suggest that Genette’s theory provides an effective framework for the structural
analysis of traumatic narratives. The manner in which narrative elements, particularly focalization and
time management, are employed in the lived experiences of individuals with PTSD indicates their efforts
to understand, recount, and impart meaning to the severe experiences of war and its consequences. The
structure of these narratives, in addition to conveying experiential content and individual perspectives,
contributes to a deeper understanding of the psychological mechanisms of coping with trauma and the role
of narrative in the healing process.
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Introduction

Profound and enduring psychological experiences
resulting from calamitous events, particularly war,
are a central theme in human studies (Maldon et al.,
2019), and the life narratives of individuals who have
undergone these experiences provide a vital window
for understanding their complexities (Finley & De la
Cruz, 2023). The “Sacred Defense” era in Iran, in
addition to its widespread impacts, left a deep
psychological mark on individuals, especially those
afflicted with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
(Mohseni Sani et al., 1403; Ali Pour et al., 1403;
Kutegassner et al., 2021). The life narratives of these
individuals, transcending mere recounting, represent
an active process of meaning-making, identity
reconstruction, and coping with psychological
wounds (Sheridan & Karr, 2020), and are significant
as living historical and psychological documents for
understanding defense mechanisms and confronting
trauma (Vispip et al., 2025).

Deciphering these complex narratives necessitates
precise analytical tools. Narratology, focusing on
“narrative structure” and “how” experiences are
narrated, offers powerful theoretical frameworks
(Tinchova, 2023; Harding, 2021; Dini et al., 2019).
Within this field, Gérard Genette’s theories,
particularly the key concept of “focalization,” provide
a precise instrument for analyzing how the flow of
narrative information is regulated through a specific
“perspective” (Tajik et al.,, 2025; Stanby, 2016;
Karimi Fard & Takhti, 1402). Focalization gains
heightened importance in analyzing the lived
experiences of individuals with PTSD, as their
specific psychological state influences how past
experiences are “seen” and “represented,” and can
reveal how the narrator’s worldview (potentially
altered by trauma) is interwoven into the narrative
structure (Didipo, 2019; De Freitas Lima et al., 2023;
Dassmour et al., 2022; Muller, 2024).

Despite previous research employing narratological
analysis of Sacred Defense works based on Genette’s
theory (Hassanzadeh Mirali & Sheshtomadi, 1391;
Shadman, 1400; Hosseini EshaghAbadi et al., 1400;
Zare et al., 1397; Sadri et al., 1401), a discernible gap
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exists in the systematic analysis of the psychological
lived experiences of individuals specifically
struggling with PTSD resulting from the Sacred
Defense, utilizing Genette’s precise framework and
focusing on how psychological processes are
reflected in narrative structures, particularly
“focalization.” Most existing research has
concentrated on content or purely psychological
approaches. Accordingly, the central research
question of the present study is: How are the
psychological lived experiences of individuals with
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder in their life narratives
of the Sacred Defense era structured, based on
Genette’s theory?

Method

The present study is a qualitative investigation
employing an interpretive paradigm, aimed at
achieving a profound understanding of the lived
psychological experiences of individuals with PTSD
from the Sacred Defense era, utilizing a descriptive-
analytical design. This research relies on the
collection and analysis of first-hand data derived from
individuals’ lived experiences. The target population
comprised individuals with direct war experience and
a formal PTSD diagnosis, with sampling conducted
purposively based on criteria (including war
experience, PTSD diagnosis, and willingness/ability
to narrate) until theoretical saturation of the data was
achieved.

The primary data collection instrument was the in-
depth, semi-structured interview, which facilitated a
profound exploration of unique experiences and
allowed participants to narrate freely, while being
generally guided by the research objectives and
Genette’s theory. Following informed consent,
interviews were recorded and meticulously
transcribed verbatim. Furthermore, library studies
and documentary analysis were employed to establish
the theoretical foundations, review the literature, and
aid in the analysis and interpretation of interview
data.

Data analysis was conducted based on narrative
analysis with a focus on Gérard Genette’s theoretical
framework. Subsequent to transcription and careful
reading of the narratives, key components of
Genette’s theory—including “mood or focalization”
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(analyzing narrative perspective and its types),
“voice” (examining the narrator’s position, identity,
and relation to the story), and ‘“narrative time”
(investigating the order, duration, and frequency of
events)—were scrutinized. This analysis was
interpretive in nature, aiming to understand how
PTSD experiences and the meaning-making of war
are represented within the narrative structure, with
MAXQDA software utilized for data organization.

Results

The analysis of narratives from individuals with
PTSD recounting their experiences of the Sacred
Defense era, utilizing Genette’s framework, revealed
significant structural patterns. Concerning “voice,” a
predominance of homodiegetic narrators (the main
character and direct experiencer) was observed,
narrating from a first-person perspective at an
intradiegetic level. This characteristic, while
underscoring the authenticity of personal experience,
imparted a thoroughly internal quality to the
narratives and highlighted the centrality of war and
PTSD experiences in the participants’ narrated
autobiographies.

Regarding “narrative time,” the most salient feature
was the extensive use of anachrony, particularly
frequent analepses (flashbacks) to key and traumatic
moments, indicating the persistent presence of the
past and intrusive memories (a core PTSD symptom)
in the narrators’ present. Narrative duration was also
variable; traumatic moments were often recounted at
a slow pace (scene or pause), whereas less significant
periods or those prompting avoidance were narrated
more rapidly (summary or ellipsis). Furthermore, the
iterative frequency of certain specific traumatic
events reflected rumination and attempts at
processing them.

In the analysis of “mood or focalization,” the
dominance of internal focalization, which limits
information to the narrator’s perception and
emotions, was evident, thereby emphasizing the
subjective and individual experience of PTSD.
Variable internal focalization was also frequently
observed, indicating a process of re-evaluation and an
endeavor to ascribe meaning to past experiences from
a present-day perspective. Collectively, the findings
demonstrated that the narrative structure, especially
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the management of time and perspective, is
profoundly influenced by trauma and has transformed
into a tool for representing, processing, and
attempting to lend coherence to that experience, such
that PTSD symptoms like intrusive memories and
avoidance are directly reflected in these structures.

Conclusion

The present research is presented with the aim of
elucidating the narrative structure of the
psychological lived experiences of individuals with
PTSD from the Sacred Defense era, based on Gérard
Genette’s theory, and its psychological and meaning-
making functions. The research findings indicated
that the narrative structure of these experiences,
across the three components of voice, time, and
focalization, reflects meaningful patterns that are
congruent with the characteristics of PTSD and
trauma meaning-making mechanisms. In the domain
of voice, the predominance of the homodiegetic
narrator and the intradiegetic level corroborates the
emphasis on the authenticity and authority of personal
experience in narrating trauma. As Sheridan and Karr
(2020) note, life narrative is an active process for
reconstructing individual identity and coping with
psychological wounds, and the use of a first-person
perspective and an intradiegetic level in these
narratives underscores the importance of the
subjective and internal dimension of lived experience.
This finding aligns with the phenomenological
approach in trauma-related research, which
emphasizes prioritizing individual lived experience
and understanding the world from their perspective
(Finley & De la Cruz, 2023).

In the component of time, the intertwinement of past
and present through anachrony and the predominance
of analepses (flashbacks) were the most prominent
features. This clearly reflects one of the primary
symptoms of PTSD, namely intrusive memories and
the persistent presence of the past in the present
(Kutegassner et al., 2021). The use of anachrony,
particularly flashbacks, not only indicates temporal
disarray in the traumatic experience but also
represents an unconscious attempt to review, process,
and ascribe meaning to past events. The slowing of
narrative pace in traumatic scenes and the rapid pace
in less significant sections demonstrate that the
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structure of narrative time is directly influenced by
the emotional and psychological weight of the events.
The repetition of specific traumatic events (iterative
frequency) in some narratives can also signify
rumination and an effort to understand and digest
these events.

In the domain of mood or focalization, the dominance
of internal focalization and its variability between
past and present perspectives indicate the narratives’
focus on the subjective and individual experience of
trauma and the process of re-evaluation and meaning-
making. In Genette’s terms, focalization is a
fundamental strategy through which the narrator
shapes the audience’s understanding of the story
world (Dini et al., 2019). In the narratives of
individuals with PTSD, internal focalization not only
reveals the limited perspective resulting from trauma
but also reflects the process of reinterpreting and
attempting to reconcile with past experiences from a
present-day viewpoint. The rarity of external
focalization also underscores the profoundly personal
and internal nature of trauma narration and can be
linked to defense mechanisms such as emotional
distancing or dissociation (Dassmour et al., 2022).

In sum, the findings of this research corroborate that
the narrative structure of the lived experiences of
individuals with PTSD is not merely a neutral
scaffold for conveying information; rather, the
structure itself, particularly in its employment of
temporal and focalization elements, actively
participates in the representation, processing, and
attribution of meaning to the traumatic experience.
These findings align with narratologists’ emphasis on
the importance of narrative structure (Harding, 2021)
and demonstrate how narrative structures can reflect
an individual’s psychological state and meaning-
making processes. The primary limitation of this
study is its exclusive focus on the structural analysis
of narratives and insufficient attention to narrative
content and the socio-cultural contexts of the
narratives. Future research could achieve a more
comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon by
combining qualitative and quantitative approaches, as
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well as by examining the cultural and social factors
influencing  trauma  narration.  Furthermore,
comparative studies of PTSD narratives across
different cultures and war contexts could open new
horizons in this field.
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