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The Reflection of Political Issues in Pre- and Post-Revolutionary Novels: A Study of Esmail
Fasih’s The Pain of Siavash and Reza Baraheni’s The Secrets of My Land
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Abstract

The political conditions of contemporary Iran have provided the thematic foundation for many novels written before and
after the Islamic Revolution. Esmail Fasih and Reza Baraheni are among the prominent writers who, each in his own
distinctive style, addressed political issues and represented the developments of this period either directly or indirectly. Both
writers frequently engaged with these concerns through realist narratives, historical backgrounds, and the use of recognizable
symbols evoking the oppression and injustice prevailing in the country. This article examines The Pain of Siavash and The
Secrets of My Land in terms of their representation of political conditions. The findings indicate that, in his realist narrative,
Fasih employs the symbolic characterization of “Siavash” as a heroic and victimized figure who is unjustly killed at the time
of the August 19, 1953 coup d’état and the overthrow of Mohammad Mosaddegh. By invoking the image of the mythological
Siavash, Fasih implicitly draws attention to betrayal, the national destruction of heroic figures, and the corruption of the
military establishment and political elites. Baraheni, by contrast, directly portrays the political events of the Pahlavi era and
the early years following the Revolution and, through the voices of his characters, presents numerous political beliefs and
Iranian public attitudes toward American advisers. Although Baraheni also makes use of symbolism, the greater part of his
novel is written in a realist mode.

Keywords: Esmail Fasih, Reza Baraheni, The Pain of Siavash, The Secrets of My Land, political issues.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Contemporary Iranian fiction has developed in

close interaction with the country’s turbulent
political history, particularly the constitutional
movement, the transition from the Qajar
dynasty to the Pahlavi monarchy, the political
crises of the mid-twentieth century, the August
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19, 1953 coup d’état, the increasing American
presence in Iran, and the events culminating in
the Islamic Revolution. These transformations
not only shaped the social and intellectual

environment in which Iranian novelists wrote,

but also provided a major thematic reservoir
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for the development of politically and socially
engaged fiction. Within this context, Esmail
Fasih and Reza Baraheni occupy significant
positions because both writers addressed the
political and social conditions of contemporary
Iran through narrative strategies that combine
realism, historical reference, symbolism, and
ideological critique. Although their fictional
methods differ considerably, both writers
depict a society marked by political
domination,  social  corruption, foreign
intervention, fractured identities, and the
destruction or marginalization of morally
resistant individuals. Iranian literary history
has repeatedly demonstrated the close
relationship between the modern novel and
the sociopolitical transformations of the
country, particularly when fiction becomes a
medium for representing historical trauma,
political repression, and social disillusionment
(4). In this respect, Fasih’s The Pain of
Siavash and Baraheni’'s The Secrets of My
Land provide two distinct but interconnected
models of political representation. The former
approaches political history indirectly through
a social and quasi-detective narrative
structured around the murder of a character
named Siavash, whose fate evokes the
mythological Siavash of the Shahnameh,
whereas the latter openly reconstructs major
political events of the Pahlavi period and the
early revolutionary era. Baraheni’s novel is
particularly concerned with the presence of
American military advisers and the political,

cultural, and moral implications of foreign

intervention, while Fasih’s novel transforms
political history into symbolic structures of
betrayal, hero-killing, corruption, and injustice.
The importance of comparing these works
therefore lies in identifying how two major
Iranian novelists employ different narrative
techniques to interpret similar historical
anxieties and to transform political memory
into literary form.

The present study adopts a descriptive-
analytical method and focuses on the political
and social dimensions of The Pain of Siavash
and The Secrets of My Land. The two novels
were examined through close textual reading,
after which relevant political, social, symbolic,
and historical components were extracted,
categorized thematically, and comparatively
interpreted. Particular attention was paid to
representations of foreign intervention,
political authority, military corruption, social
resistance, national identity, ideological
conflict, heroism, betrayal, repression, and the
relationship between myth and contemporary
history. Baraheni’'s The Secrets of My Land is
characterized by a strongly political narrative
structure in  which  multiple narrators
reconstruct the years of American political and
military presence in Iran and expose the
consequences of cooperation between foreign
advisers and domestic political elites. The
novel’s narrative multiplicity, despite
sometimes creating stylistic fragmentation,
enables the author to present competing
perspectives on Iranian society, political

authority, and foreign influence (1). The
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historical and ideological scope of the novel
extends from the aftermath of the Azerbaijan
crisis and the August 19, 1953 coup to the
revolutionary upheavals and the social
fragmentation that followed the Revolution. Its
narrative is deeply concerned with American
military  advisers, whose presence s
represented as both a manifestation of
geopolitical influence and a source of
humiliation, social resentment, and political
dependency. Baraheni repeatedly depicts
Iranian governmental and military institutions
as subordinate to foreign power and presents
individual characters whose lives are disrupted
by this asymmetrical relationship (3). This
political configuration is not represented
merely through institutional relationships; it
penetrates everyday life, sexuality, family
structures, military hierarchies, class relations,
and cultural attitudes. The novel therefore links
the political presence of foreign powers to
broader forms of moral and social
disintegration, portraying political domination
not as an isolated state phenomenon but as a
pervasive condition that shapes personal
relationships and collective consciousness.

One of the central political themes in The
Secrets of My Land is anti-foreign sentiment,
which Baraheni constructs through both
realistic and symbolic devices. The recurring
figure of the “foreigner-killing wolf” of Sabalan
functions as a symbolic embodiment of
popular hostility toward American advisers and
represents a form of imagined resistance in a

society whose ordinary people lack the

institutional power to confront foreign
intervention directly. The symbolic animal thus
becomes an alternative expression of national
anger and injured dignity, while the American
characters themselves are frequently
portrayed as aware of the hostility surrounding
them. Scenes involving American personnel
reveal a persistent atmosphere of fear,
estrangement, and resentment, including
references to violence committed against local
people and the resulting hatred of foreign
military  personnel (3). Baraheni also
emphasizes the moral ambiguity of the Iranian
military establishment. While some military
figures, such as Colonel Jazayeri, display
resistance to American dominance and resent
their subordinate position, others collaborate
with  foreign  advisers and become
embodiments of corruption, opportunism, and
political servility. The novel thereby refuses to
portray the military as ideologically
homogeneous; rather, it contrasts figures of
limited resistance with officers who are deeply
implicated in structures of political corruption
and personal depravity. The forced
employment of Hossein as an interpreter for
American advisers is especially important
because his reluctant participation allows the
narrative to place an ordinary Iranian character
at the intersection of foreign influence and
domestic coercion. His lack of freedom, his
exposure to political crimes, and his
subsequent imprisonment demonstrate how
authoritarian systems transform knowledge

itself into a source of danger. Baraheni further



VP8 Jlo (o 0 lods camiy 0398 ((owild Dbl § Qb)) dusms™ 4 45

links  political corruption  with  sexual
exploitation, aristocratic privilege, and the
abuse of institutional power, suggesting that
the political alliance between domestic elites
and foreign actors is sustained by a broader
culture of moral degradation. This critique of
political and social corruption is consistent with
the novel's overall representation of the
Pahlavi order as a deeply compromised
system in which private immorality and public
domination reinforce one another (1). Yet the
novel also addresses the post-revolutionary
period, showing that the collapse of a common
enemy does not automatically produce
ideological unity. Former political prisoners
and revolutionaries become divided by
partisan, religious, and ideological differences,
revealing the fragility of revolutionary solidarity
and the difficulty of sustaining collective
political purpose after regime change (3).

In contrast to Baraheni’'s explicit political
realism, Fasih’s The Pain of Siavash develops
its political meaning through mythological
structure, symbolic characterization, and
indirect historical reference. The murdered
Siavash at the center of the novel is connected
both by name and narrative function to the
mythological Siavash of the Shahnameh, while
the name Khosrow evokes Key Khosrow,
thereby establishing a symbolic genealogy
between ancient myth and modern Iranian
history. Myth, in this framework, becomes not
simply an ornamental literary device but a
mechanism

structural through  which

contemporary political violence is interpreted.

The myth of Siavash has long been associated
with innocence, betrayal, unjust death,
regeneration, and the survival of justice
through memory and revenge, making it
especially suitable for representing the political
disillusionment of modern Iran (5, 13). From a
theoretical perspective, myth can function as a
structural element of literature because it
enables writers to organize contemporary
experiences according to culturally
recognizable narrative patterns (6). Fasih
consciously  exploits this potential by
constructing parallels between the fictional
Siavash and the mythic prince and by
associating the character’'s fate with the
political atmosphere surrounding the August
19, 1953 coup and the fall of Mohammad
Mosaddegh. The parallels extend beyond the
protagonist to other characters, including
figures whose names and narrative functions
evoke mythological antagonists and morally
compromised characters from the
Shahnameh. Scholars have noted that Fasih
establishes  deliberate  correspondences
between his fictional characters and mythic
archetypes, transforming personal betrayal
into a broader symbolic commentary on
political disloyalty, national trauma, and
cultural memory (7). The process by which
historical personalities and contemporary
experiences are absorbed into mythic
structures allows modern events to acquire
symbolic durability, and the figure of Siavash
consequently becomes more than an

individual victim; he becomes a model of the
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morally upright Iranian hero destroyed by
structures of deceit, authoritarianism, and
social corruption (8). The novel’s mythological
framework therefore converts private tragedy
into national allegory, linking the suffering of
one family to the political disappointments of a
society.

The political dimensions of The Pain of
Siavash become particularly clear in the
themes of hero-killing, authoritarianism,
military corruption, and the suppression of
dissent. Fasih repeatedly places the fictional
death of Siavash alongside the symbolic
destruction of national political heroes,
Mosaddegh,
suggesting that Iranian history is marked by

especially Mohammad
the recurring elimination of figures associated
with justice, moral independence, and
collective aspiration. This interpretation has
been identified as one of the novel's central
mythopolitical strategies, particularly because
the murder of Siavash is temporally associated
with the August 1953 coup and thus expands
the private crime into a metaphor for a larger
national catastrophe (4, 10). The corrupt
military figure Abbas Divan-Laga plays a
central role in this political symbolism. His
name evokes the demonic “div’ of Iranian
mythological tradition, enabling Fasih to
connect contemporary authoritarianism with
older cultural representations of destructive
and anti-lranian forces. The symbolic
association between demonic figures and
oppressive political authority has been

discussed in relation to Iranian mythic

structures and the representation of the “other”
as a threat to moral and national order (12). In
the novel, Divan-Laga represents not only
personal corruption but also the coercive
structures of the Pahlavi state, particularly the
alliance between military power, social
privilege, secrecy, and political repression.
This reading is reinforced by interpretations
that consider the character a symbolic
embodiment of authoritarian rule and the
suppression of justice-seeking movements
associated with Mosaddegh and the
nationalization of the oil industry (11). The
contrast between Siavash and the corrupt
political-military order thus mirrors the mythic
opposition between purity and deceit,
legitimacy and usurpation, and justice and
violence. Furthermore, Fasih repeatedly
introduces political discourse through radio
broadcasts, references to political parties, the
Rastakhiz  Party, state rhetoric, and
recollections of political assassinations,
thereby situating the personal investigation
within a broader environment of ideological
control. Yet unlike Baraheni, he does not allow
politics to dominate the narrative directly;
political meaning emerges through fragments,
memories, symbolic correspondences, and
the gradual reconstruction of a concealed
crime. The novel's detective dimension
therefore becomes an epistemological
metaphor: uncovering the truth about
Siavash’s death parallels the recovery of

suppressed historical memory.
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In conclusion, the comparative analysis of The
Pain of Siavash and The Secrets of My Land
demonstrates that both novels offer critical
representations of political power, military
corruption, injustice, and the destruction of
individuals who resist dominant structures, but
they do so through markedly different narrative
strategies. Baraheni constructs an expansive
political novel in which foreign intervention,
American military influence, collaboration
among political elites, ideological
fragmentation, and revolutionary
transformation are represented directly and in
considerable historical detail. His narrative
places political conflict at the center of social
life and shows how foreign domination
penetrates  military  institutions, family
structures, interpersonal relations, sexuality,
and everyday experience. Fasih, by contrast,
develops a primarily social and symbolic
narrative in which political history is mediated
through myth, family conflict, murder, memory,
and investigation. The fictional Siavash
becomes a modern manifestation of the
mythological innocent hero whose destruction
reflects a recurrent cultural pattern of betrayal
and hero-killing, while the corrupt military
establishment functions as a symbol of
authoritarian political power. Despite these
differences, both novels converge in their
depiction of a morally compromised social
order in which political domination is sustained
by secrecy, corruption, violence, and betrayal.
Both also employ narratives of retribution in

which oppressive or corrupt figures are

ultimately defeated, thereby reaffirming the
ethical possibility of justice even when
individual heroes are destroyed. The principal
distinction lies in the scale and mode of

representation:  Baraheni  portrays the

confrontation between a nation, a dependent
political regime, and foreign power, whereas
Fasih condenses the same historical anxieties
into the tragedy of a family and the murder of
a single symbolic figure. Taken together, the
two novels reveal how contemporary Iranian
fiction transforms political experience into
literary memory through both realist

documentation and mythic-symbolic

reconstruction.
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