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Abstract 

Simin Dāneshvar’s Savushun is the first Persian novel ever authored by a female fiction writer. 

First published in 1969, it has sold over half a million copies and it has also been translated into 

English, Russian, French and Japanese, among other languages. Savushun is a masterpiece in 

contemporary Persian literature that encapsulates the life of many Iranians in the last years of 

World War II, when the Soviets and the British had occupied Iran. Social problems, including 

the presence of the foreign armies in the country and the economic pressure on people to supply 

food sources for the occupying troops, provoked animosity among people, which put the society 

in turmoil.  

In this study, I explore a vital part of Iran’s prerevolutionary history: the foreign intervention in 

Iran during World War II, as portrayed in the literary work Savushun. The main objective of 

this study is to determine whether Savushun has postcolonial elements to be considered as a 

postcolonial literary work. Through critically analyzing the novel, the findings of this study 

reveal that Savushun explores themes related to postcolonialism through depiction of the 

indigenous people’s experiences in Shiraz during the World War II. The results of this study 

suggest that Simin Dāneshvar gives a voice to her complaint against the colonial-like actions 

of foreign troops in Iran, as well as her demands on political change and civil liberties using a 

covert language, which is enriched with symbols of Iranian nationalism in Savushun.  

Characters: 12166 
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Chapter 1  
1.1. Introduction 
The British and the Soviets had occupied Iran during World War II for their commercial 

development as well as steering clear of the presence and the impact of the Germans in the area. 

For this purpose, Britain invaded the south in 1941 while the Soviets occupied the north of Iran 

(Spooner 1990, 10-11). The town of Shiraz, where the plot is set, is located in southwestern 

Iran and experiences the presence of the invading Britain. The social problems encountered by 

a middle class land-owing family living in this context as a result of the foreign occupation are 

described in the work being analyzed in this study, Savushun, written by Simin Dāneshvar. 

 Zari, the female protagonist in Savushun, is the young mother of three children and the wife of 

Yusof, a patriotic landlord in Shiraz. She is the central female figure of the story who struggles 

to protect her family and her household, in a society where the fear of famine, typhus and the 

presence of foreign troops threaten the life and the independence of Indigenous people. Yusof 

is pretty convinced not to give economical support to the occupying armies. He is a landowner 

who refuses to sell all his food supplies to the foreign soldiers in the town. One day, the two 

tribal leaders, Malek Sohrab and Malek Rostam, ask Yusof to sell them all his food supplies, 

including even those which have not been harvested, “at any price” (Dāneshvar 1990, 71). In 

response to their request, Yusof replies:  

Do you want food to give to the foreign troops in exchange for weapons you will 

then use to shoot your brothers and compatriots? Like that saying we have, ‘We 

stretched it one way, it didn’t work, now we’ll stretch it another way!’ Don’t you 

have any brains? These mysterious hands that do not want you to make a go of 

it were thinking of a day like this. So, what happened to all that bravery, honor, 

and dignity? (Dāneshvar 1990, 71) 

This paragraph reflects one of the main themes of Savushun, that is to say, anti-colonialism. 

The fear of famine in an occupied area like Shiraz does not let Yusof prioritize the financial 

benefit of selling the annual harvest to foreign troops. Instead, he desires to keep the food supply 

for his compatriots and stand against the dictate of the state. Such bravery is also highly visible 

in Zari but her courage fluctuates throughout the story. She is a happily married woman who 

strives for the safety of her family and copes with the dominant tradition of patriarchy in the 

society. However, Zari finally evolves a sense of herself in this male-dominated society. Her 

inner conflict becomes resolved when Yusof’s funeral ceremony is transformed into a public 
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demonstration. At that point, Zari reaches the courage and determination to fully stand against 

the enemy in defense of her country and compatriots.  

1.2. The Purpose of the Study  
The aim of this study is to explore whether Simin Dāneshvar’s Savushun encompasses 

postcolonial elements, which could lead us to recognize the novel as a postcolonial literary 

work.  The focus in this investigation is to determine whether Savushun carries a postcolonial 

perspective as a means of articulating resistance against the dominant foreign powers in 

prerevolutionary Iran. To answer this question, I discuss how Dāneshvar in Savushun criticizes 

the political oppression and the foreign colonial occupation during World War II in Iran through 

the use of a covert language, which is colored with some elements of figurative speech. I will 

also argue whether Iranian nationalism is illustrated in this novel to object the instability of Iran 

during the last years of World War II.   

1.3. Theory and Method 
Postcolonial criticism emerged as a distinct category in the 1990s. The centrality here is 

undermining a “universalism” where white, Eurocentric norms and practices have elevated 

status while all others have marginalized roles (Barry 2017, 194-5).  In literature, 

postcolonialism is an abstract discipline which examines the political and cultural legacies of 

imperialism and studies the relationship between the colonizer and the colonized. Among the 

notable political theorists in the field of postcolonialism, one can mention Frantz Fanon, 

Edward Said and Homi K. Bhabha, whose studies in postcolonial academic research have 

considerably contributed to a better understanding of the effects of colonialism and the 

complexities of identity formation in postcolonial societies. 

In conducting the research, the method that attempts to answer our research question consists 

of contextual analysis in combination with close reading. In this study, the researcher focuses 

on examining data gathered in form of citations from the novel. The citations, including the 

literary devices used by the author, will be contextually analyzed and interpreted with regard to 

the postcolonial theories discussed below. This analysis aims to examine whether the findings 

from the gathered data correspond to the theories being discussed. The research breaks into 

three chapters, beginning with introduction, and subsequently, the theoretical approach and 

method, data analysis, and finally, discussion and conclusion.  
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1.3.1. Postcolonialism 
The major focus of postcolonial studies is on the representation of cultural differences and 

diversities in literature produced by writers of colonizing or previously or currently colonized 

countries. Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (1961) could be considered the beginning 

of postcolonial criticism. In this work, Fanon argues that the ‘colonized’ people need to reclaim 

their own past and articulate their own identity. These individuals also need to resist the ways 

in which Europeans have historically depicted them, encompassing both their culture and their 

progress. The reason is that colonizing power has undermined the nation of the colonized, 

deeming their precolonial era as a non-civilized period (Barry 2017, 195-201).  

The concept of ‘otherness’ plays a key role in postcolonial criticism which flourishes in many 

other postcolonial theorists’ works. Edward Said underlines in his groundbreaking work 

Orientalism (1978) how the Eurocentric universalism draws a line between the East and the 

West. Orientalism becomes the sum of western stereotypical notion of the Orient which creates 

asymmetrical opposite poles constituted of a bizarre unreasonable Orient and a normal and 

rational Occident. Said’s point is that it was not only the economic and the military means of 

power but also this cognitive and rhetorical pattern that confirmed the legitimacy of the West 

as being colonizers (Tenngart 2019, 133-4). In Culture and Imperialism, Said continues his 

work but also expands his arguments in Orientalism to reach a more general pattern of 

“relationships between the modern metropolitan West and its overseas territories” (Said 1994, 

xi): 

Yet it was the case nearly everywhere in the non-European world that the coming 

of the white man brought forth some sort of resistance. What I left out of 

Orientalism was that response to Western dominance which culminated in the 

great movement of decolonization all across the Third World. Along with armed 

resistance in places as diverse as nineteenth century Algeria, Ireland, and 

Indonesia, there also went considerable efforts in cultural resistance almost 

everywhere, the assertions of nationalist identities, and, in the political realm, the 

creation of associations and parties whose common goal was self-determination 

and national independence (Said 1994, xi). 

Said explains that culture is a source of identity which is not irrelevant to the notion of ‘us’ and 

‘them’. The novel is regarded as a cultural form which is used by, inter alia, colonized people 

to express their own identity and to assert the existence of their own history. Consequently, you 

read, for instance, a novel to be informed about what was thought and known, but also to see 

your people, society and tradition (Said 1994, xiii). 
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However, the notions of the West as ‘us’ and the East as ‘other’ or ‘them’ developed in our 

modern era when neocolonialism considers to be a continuum of colonialism. Bachmann-

Medick discusses the shift in meaning of the term ‘postcolonial turn’ in Cultural Turns, New 

Orientations in the Study of Culture: 

The  astonishing  shift  in  meaning  of  the  term  “postcolonial”  in  conjunction  

with  the  rise  of  postcolonial  studies  in  the  1980s  was  central  to  these  

developments.  At  that  time  the  term  evolved  from  a  historical  concept  

describing  an  era – one that was critical of imperialism – into a programmatic 

political concept that  was  critical  of  hegemonic  discourses.  It is precisely this 

more precise definition that is meant when we speak of the postcolonial turn. In 

this case, “post” is  no  longer  synonymous  with  “after”  or  “the  end  of ”  

colonialism.  Rather, it describes the continued existence of colonialist structures, 

particularly cultural and economic ones (Bachmann-Medick 2016, 131). 

According to Bachmann-Medick, new independent societies emerged through the dissolution 

of European colonial imperialists during the decolonization phase, particularly after 1945. 

However, there is also a continued existence of colonialist worldviews by which the West 

strives for a continued political and economic power over the East (Bachmann-Medick 2016, 

131). Here, the neocolonial dependencies employ the ‘us-and-them’ binary relation as a tool to 

continue their colonial-like exploitation of developing countries indirectly (Halperin 2023).  

One of the most widely employed terms in postcolonial theory is hybridity. This term has been 

mostly associated with works of Homi K. Bhabha. For Bhabha, hybridity is an “in-between” 

space that gives birth to “new signs of identity” (Bhabha 1994, 1-2). According to Bhabha, 

identities are changing phenomena that do not have a fixed form. Unstable identities can also 

mean that different cultures do not exist isolated and parallel to each other in a society. 

Therefore, Bhabha rejects the notion of multiculturalism and instead, he employs the term 

cross-cultural or intercultural society. Thus, in essence, cultural identities are fluid hybrids and 

cultural hybridity could be seen as cross-cultural encounters as a result of international 

processes such as migration or colonialism (Tenngart 2019, 141-2). 

1.4. Materials 
In order to answer the research question, it is essential to study and utilize relevant materials 

for it. The first and the foremost resources are the novels of Savushun, both originally written 

in Persian by Simin Dāneshvar, and its translation into English by M.R. Ghanoonparvar under 

the title of Savushun: A Novel about Modern Iran. Studying Savushun in both Persian and 
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English is a crucial part of this study, particularly when it comes to learning about the story as 

well as data collection in form of citations for analysis.  

A number of other books are primarily used to explore postcolonial theories and provide a 

historical background for Savushun, followed by conducting analysis on it. Peter Barry’s 

Beginning Theory and Paul Tenngart’s Litteraturteori are the leading materials, each having a 

whole section dedicated to postcolonialism, from which I found literary theories dealing with 

the fundamentals of postcolonialism. In terms of providing a historical context of Savushun, 

Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution by the American Scholar of Iranian history, 

Nikki R. Keddie, should be mentioned here. This book helped the researcher to provide an 

overview of the prerevolutionary history of Iran, which is undeniably a contributing factor for 

carrying out a deeper analysis.  

Along with other materials, the web source, Encyclopedia Britannica, and journal articles found 

in the digital library, JSTOR, are worth mentioning here. Having abundant scholarly and 

trustworthy texts, materials from both digital sources Encyclopedia Britannica and JSTOR are 

comprehensive works that are written and edited by experts in their fields.  

1.5. Previous Studies 
 Several studies has been conducted on Simin Dāneshvar’s literary works, including Savushun 

(1969), either in form of journal articles, theses and dissertations or books. A good example of 

a profound study is Hushang Golshiri’s Jedāl-e Naqsh bā Naqqāsh dar Āsār-e Simin Dāneshvar 

(in English: The conflict between the painting and the painter in Simin Dāneshvar’s works). 

Written in Persian in 1997, the last chapter of the book focuses on evaluating the characters as 

well as the historical events in Savushun, which form the foundation of the novel’s analysis1.  

 

Among other previous researches, one can include Bar Sāḥel-e Jazire-ye Sargardāni (in 

English: On the Beach of Wandering Island). Ali Dehbāshi, the Iranian writer and editor of 

Tehrān’s Bukhārā magazine, published it in 1383 SH. Originally written in Persian, this 

festschrift of 1248 pages presents Simin Dāneshvar’s biography and bibliography, a 

compilation of interviews with Dāneshvar, as well as eighteen poems dedicated to her. Among 

the 8 chapter in this book, three entire chapters are dedicated to a selection of reviews on 

Savushun and her other literary works (Golbon 2004/1383, 381-383). Fatemeh Sarmashghi’s 

Savushun, Āyene-ye Ruzegār (in English: Savushun, the Mirror of Time) (2018/1397), also 

                                                           
1 For further reading, see Golshiri, H. 1997/1376. Jedāl-e Naqsh bā Naqqāsh dar Āsār-e Simin Dāneshvar [The 
conflict between the painting and the painter in Simin Dāneshvar’s works]. Tehrān: Nilufar. 
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written in Persian, is another contribution to a better comprehension of Savushun, particularly 

in terms of analyzing the feminist and sociological elements of the novel.  

 

Among many published research works in Iran regarding Savushun, Shirin Karimi’s Panjāh 

Sāl ba’d-e Savushun: naqdi bar vaqe' garāyi-ye romān-e Savushun (in English: Fifty years after 

Savushun, a critique on the realism of Savushun novel) (2020/1399) could be considered as a 

critical study of Savushun enriched with a quite distinctive feature. Shirin Karimi asserts that 

her study is not a literary criticism but a sociological criticism of literary phenomena. Through 

a comparative study between historical documents and Savushun, she concludes that 

Dāneshvar, possibly unknowingly, presented an unrealistic narrative of people and historical 

events of Fars province. According to Karimi, nomads and tribes experienced a much greater 

oppression during the Pahlavi era, compared to what Savushun depicts to the readers (Karimi 

2020/1399, 11, 18). 

Chapter 2 
2.1. Simin Dāneshvar and the Modern Persian Novel 
During the time of Reza Shah and World War II, a new trend in Persian literature appeared in 

form of social critical literary discourse. Gradually, the Persian writers began to express their 

social and political criticism in a more developed form and style (Ahmadzadeh 2003, 121-2). 

In this phase, novel-writing established a link with historiography and the key factor for serving 

the message of a literary text became national history, whether in terms of constructing an 

identity or criticizing the existing socio-political problems of the society (Haag-Higuchi 2003, 

131). This new trend in Persian literature is originated from the consequent secular trend by the 

Constitutional Revolution in Iran (1905-11). The secular trend emphasized the implementation 

of social reforms such as construction of modern institutions and the enhancement of women’s 

social status. As a result, higher education and higher employment in modern sectors made it 

possible for Iranian women to improve their social conditions (Talattof 1997, 533).  

In addition to promoting a Western lifestyle among women, Reza Shah implemented his policy 

of banning Islamic veils (in Persian: Kashf-e hijab) in 1936 (Keddie 2006, 100). Groups within 

the opposition, however, viewed the state's reforms differently. For example, the religious 

conservatives disapproved such modernization for its subversive approach against traditional 

authorities. The leftists believed that the state’s reforms are superficial and do not encompass 

all women in urban and rural areas (Talattof 1997, 533-4).  
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Literary works by authors in Iran were produced ‘within the context of the leftist oppositional 

literary movement’. A borrowed forms of socialist ideology reached a group of intellectual 

writers who gave birth to "committed literature" (adabiyat-i muti’ahid) in Persian. The purpose 

was to produce literary works with focus on addressing and recording the political oppression 

and social injustice, which could encourage the readers to take action for future change (Talattof 

1997, 534). Indeed, the female writers articulated their opposition against the dominant 

patriarchal culture in pre-revolutionary works as well, but they had more reflection on their 

struggle for national independence and identity. Therefore, a feminist literary movement was 

not given rise to before the presence of Iranian women writers after the 1979 revolution (ibid, 

531).  

The political oppression during Pahlavi regime had made the Iranian male and female writers 

more concerned about the future of their motherland in their literary works. Certain symbols 

and metaphorical forms were also necessary to be utilized as a strategy to convey their message 

about political change, while avoiding censorship and punishment (Talattof 1997, 531-4). 

Simin Dāneshvar is the emblem of an Iranian female writer who skillfully used a covert 

language to implicitly protest against the social injustice of her time.  

Simin Dāneshvar is among a generation of prominent Persian novelists who contributed to the 

development of Persian novel in 1960s and 70s. The international war (World War II), the 

Allied occupation of Iran as well as its disastrous consequences for people in Iran framed 

Dāneshvar’s life (Kinzer, 2012). She witnessed the turbulent history of Iran which laid a 

foundation for her masterpiece Savushun, published in 1969.  

Simin Dāneshvar was born in 1921 in Shiraz, the birthplace of leading scholars in classical 

Persian poetry, including Hafez and Sa’di. After attending an English bilingual school, she went 

on to study Persian literature at Tehrān University. Due to financial problems after her father’s 

death, she began to work at Radio Tehrān. Thanks to her fluency in English, she excelled in her 

job at Radio Tehrān, which required her to communicate with a global audience. Besides, she 

began to write short stories that addressed social issues in Iran, focusing in particular on the 

economic inequality that created a gap between the rich and poor(Kinzer, 2012).  

After receiving her doctorate in Persian literature, Simin Dāneshvar married with the famous 

Iranian writer and social critic Jalāl Āl-Ahmad. He also had the outrage at foreigner’s 

exploitation in Iran and is said to have coined the term “gharbzadegi” (in English: west 

toxification). This term was used, foremost, by nationalists who believed that foreign power 
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had taken the control of their homeland. Such issues are highly visible in Savushun, the novel 

written by Simin Dāneshvar which was the most widely read Iranian book of its era. It is a 

masterpiece that helped the Iranians view themselves, not as a defeated but as a self-respecting 

independent people. After the Islamic revolution in Iran, Dāneshvar continued to work as a 

writer, but she and her husband did not have any children. Simin Dāneshvar died at the age of 

90 in Tehrān after a bout with influenza (Kinzer 2012).  

2.2. Savushun 
The Title of the book Savushun (or Suvashun) refers to the folk celebrations of the martyrdom 

of Siyāvash (or Siyāvoš), a legendary figure in Ferdowsi’s epic Shāhnāmeh (in English: The 

book of kings). This tradition ceremony is called for Siyāvashān, a contraction of ‘sug-e 

Siyāvash’ (mourning for Siyāvash)2. There is a room for disagreement when it comes to the 

origination of this traditional ritual, but etymologically, there is a huge consensus that Siyāvash 

originates from the Avestan word Siyāvaxsh (Skjærvø 2013a).  

 According to Shāhnāmeh, Keykāvus, the king of Iran, became convinced by Sudābeh, his wife, 

that their stepson Siyāvash had been interested in her. Consequently, Siyāvash was obliged to 

pass through fire for proving his innocence. He succeeded in undergoing the trial but left his 

step-parents for Turān, where he married Afrāsiyāb's daughter, Farangis. However, another 

conspiracy and deception threatened Siyāvash’s life which led to his brutal murder. This time, 

Afrāsiyāb was lured by his own brother, Garsivaz, into killing Siyāvash3. The day of Savushun 

is still commemorated in Shiraz but since the Islamic era of Iran, a similar tradition belonging 

to Shiite Islam of Imam Ḥoseyn’s martyrdom (the third Imam of Shia Islam) in Karbala has 

also been held throughout the country. 

In an interview with Bahram Beyzaie on Siyavush-Khani (in English: Siyavush Recitation), 

Beyzaie explains that the myth of Siyāvash as well as the account of his murder exist in some 

other ancient books. Siyāvash’s name and his death is recounted in The Yashts (21 hymns in 

the sacred book of Zoroastrianism, Avesta) (Britannica, T. Editors of Encyclopaedia 2022). 

Narshakhi's History of Bokhara, which is itself from around 1,000 years ago, talks about the 

then 3,000-year-old ritual of Mourning for Siyāvash. Moving towards modern books, Simin 

                                                           
2 Ḥaṣuri, ‘Ali. 1999/1378. Siyāvashān. Tehrān: Nashr-e Cheshmeh. 15, 17. Quoted in Ahmadzadeh, Hashem.      
2003. Nation & Novel: A Study of Persian & Kurdish Narrative Discourse. Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis. Studia 
Iranica Upsaliensia 6. Uppsala: Uppsala University. 210. 
3 Mo'in, Moḥammad. 1992/1371. Farhang-e Fārsi. Vol. 5. Tehrān: Amir Kabir. 835. Qouted in Ahmadzadeh, 
Hashem. 2003. Nation & Novel: A Study of Persian & Kurdish Narrative Discourse. Acta Universitatis 
Upsaliensis. Studia Iranica Upsaliensia 6. Uppsala: Uppsala University. 210. 
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Dāneshvar's Savushun is one of the most acclaimed work of contemporary Persian literature 

which commemorates Siyāvash as a mythical hero, to celebrate the bravery of the protagonist 

Yusof (Amjad 2013, 732).  

2.3. Plot Summary 
Savushun begins with the wedding of the governor’s dotter in Shiraz where the married couple 

Yusof and Zari attend. The central theme as well as many important characters of the story are 

presented in the first chapter. It is during the World War II in Iran and the Allied have already 

occupied the country. During conversations with McMahon and Khān Kākā, the well-respected 

landowner Yusof shows his complaint, directly or indirectly, about the extravagance of the host 

in a time when famine and chronical disease stricken many areas of the country. Yusof’s 

mindset is evident in his complaint since he also prefers to distribute the harvest of his lands 

among the peasants, rather than selling it to the foreign occupiers. While Yusof opposes selling 

his crops to the foreign troops, his older brother, Khān Kākā, has already sold everything in his 

warehouses and dreams about getting a seat in Parliament in Tehrān. In contrast to Yusof, his 

brother has built a good friendship with foreigners, mostly in order to win the Parliament seat.  

The heroine of the story, Zari, is in agreement with Yusof’s positon. She is also the female 

protagonist of the story who is unhappy with the presence of foreign occupiers and their 

demands. However, she seeks to find a balance between her love for her family and her love 

for her nation (Kinzer, 2012), leading to a protective figure who shows both a patriotic defense 

and a concern for Yusof’s blunt speaking towards colonial powers. Unlike Yusof, who is 

preoccupied with political issues of the society, Zari is the quiet and devoted housewife who is 

passionate about taking care of her family. Her main outdoor activity is her charitable work in 

Shiraz. Every Thursday, she brings bread and dates to prisoners and mental patients as a vow 

of charity for having safe deliveries of her children. Occasionally, she has internal dialogues 

about the suppression of women in a patriarchal society she lives in, but seldom uttered in 

public.  

Yusof’s unwillingness to sell his agricultural products- unlike the local lords- provokes a severe 

political discontent. Before the occurrence of any similar brutal engagement, Malek Sohrab and 

Malek Rostam visited Yusof at his home. The foreign troops had stopped their summer 

migration, and the consequent starvation led them to convince Yusof of selling all his food 

supplies to them. Yusof agrees to sell food supplies only to feed their tribe, not the foreign 

armies.  



13 
 

The last time Yusof distributes food supplies among the villagers, he does not get back home. 

Allegedly, his murder is ordered by the British Officer Sergeant Zinger but the killer remains 

unknown. Yusof’s well-known anti-colonialist attitudes towards foreign occupiers lead to his 

murder being perceived as martyrdom. The story ends with the funeral of Yusof in which Zari 

emerges as an outspoken woman who defends Yusof’s ideals and tells others in public about 

her husband’s bravery in taking stand against foreigners. The police and the English troops 

make disruptions at the funeral ceremony in order to avoid a demonstration, as more mourners 

attend the burial procession. Consequently, Yusof’s family and some of his friends are forced 

to carry out the burial procession unceremoniously at night (Ahmadzadeh 2003, 202). 

2.4. Characters 
The main characters of Savushun belong to Yousef’s family. Beginning with Yusof, he is a 

forty-year-old patriotic governor in Shiraz and the husband of Zari. He is also the son of a great 

religious leader and has a PHD in agricultural economy. Zari (Zahrā) is a well-educated woman 

who belongs to a middle-class family and is married to Yusof. She had studied at a British 

missionary school and her father was a top English teacher in Shiraz. Zari and Yusof have three 

children, their twin daughters, Marjan and Mina, and their young son, Khosrow.  

Yusof’s siblings are also present in the novel. Abu al-Qāsem Khān, mostly called as Khān Kākā, 

is Yusof’s older brother who pleases foreign troops and dreams about becoming a member of 

parliament in Tehrān. He has a teenage son, Hormoz, who is Khosrow’s close friend and seek 

for new adventures to attain justice and independence. Yusof’s elder sister, Qods al-Salṭaneh, 

also known as Khānum Fāṭemeh or ‘Ammeh (aunt), lives together with Zari and Yusof. She is 

a wise widowed woman who wishes to travel to Iraq and visit the holy shrines there.  

Unlike Yusof and his family members mentioned above, there are other characters who do not 

play a major role in the story. The Governor’s younger daughter, Gilāntāj, has a marginal role 

in the development of events in the story. Even Yusof’s mother, Bibi or Faṣiḥ al-Zamān, is only 

mentioned in the novel when other characters speak about her. Here, it is worthy to mention 

Yusof and Zari’s loyal servants such as Khadijeh, Gholām, Seyyed Moḥammad, as well as 

Yusof’s shepherd's son, Kolu. Zari’s friend, Mehri, and Yusof’s friends, Majid, Fotuḥi, 

Māshāllāh Qeri and Ḥoseyn Āqā are also present with their key roles in the story.  

Malek Rostam and Malek Sohrāb are Qashqāyi tribal leaders whose long conversation with 

Yusof’s family highlights the patriotism and principle in Yusof’s character. Their mother, Bibi 

Hamdam, is a tribal woman who is concerned about her sons. Two of the characters with a 
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conspiracy and negative roll in the story are ‘Ezzat al-Dowleh and her son, Hamid. They come 

from an aristocratic family who have established links with both the governor and the foreign 

forces. In this family, one can mention Ferdows, a young and charming maid, her husband Kal 

'Abbās, and her mother Naneh Ferdows (Ahmadzadeh 2003, 201).  

Foreign troops have their presence in Iran during World War II, and are therefore present in a 

novel like Savushun as well. Sergeant Zinger is a British officer in Shiraz who had worked 

earlier as the salesman of the Singer sewing machines for seventeen years before the arrival of 

western forces. MacMahon is presented in the story as an Irish war correspondent and a good 

friend of Yusof’s. Khanom Hakim is another foreign character who is an English physician and 

works as the head of a missionary hospital in Shiraz. Among other characters appearing in the 

story one can add Khānom Fotuḥi, a sick woman in the lunatic asylum, and an old competent 

doctors, known as Dr. ‘Abdollāllah Khān’ (Ahmadzadeh 2003, 201).  

Chapter 3 
3.1. Postcolonial Iran 
Unlike other regions in the world, Iran was never officially a colony in the traditional sense of 

the word. However, imperial powers succeeded in maintaining Iran’s dependency on their 

economic forces. The Qajar’s dynasty (1796–1925) in Iran owed its long reign to increasing 

support from the two imperial powers, Russia and Great Britain, the two countries which were 

most involved in shaping the internal politics, economy and the military of Iran (Keddie 2006, 

37).  

During the rule of Fath Ali Shah Qajar (ruled until 1834), many treaties were signed with 

Western powers to receive military equipment, training and other financial aids. For instance, 

through the 1801 treaty with Iran, Great Britain, which controlled India, promised military 

equipment and technicians in return for Iranian support if France moved towards India. 

However, Iran was brought in a complicated situation where Occidentals had this tendency to 

break treatises or switch allies, in addition to the high military expenditures which brought 

financial drain to Iran. To solve this great economic burden, Iran decided to grant foreign 

powers state land or other properties (often called tuyuls) in return for military aid (Keddie 

2006, 37-8). 

The two imperial powers, Russia and Britain, transformed Iran into their own semi-colony as 

they concluded the Anglo-Russian Agreement In 1907. The reason was to end their rivalry for 

their conflicting interests over Iran, Afghanistan and Tibet.  This coincided with the primary 
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stage of the Constitutional Revolution in Iran (Bonakdarian 2017, 53), when several sugar 

merchants were punished by the governor of Tehrān for not lowering the price of sugar. The 

following sanctuary taken by a large group of mollas and bazaaris, with the crucial demand of 

establishment of a majles (a representative assembly), provoked discussion about having a 

constitution, or mashruteh, among advanced reformers (Keddie 2006, 67). The Iranian 

Constitutional Revolution of 1906 became an Iranian nationalist struggle to establish a 

parliamentary government as well as put an end to foreign interference in Iranian affairs. 

However, in 1911, this Iranian revolution, as the last attempt for progress inside the Qajar 

dynasty, ended when the second Iranian national assembly was closed by “the joint 

Anglo-Russian machinations” (Bonakdarian 2017, 53). 

The World War I brought devastation to Iran but also promoted a desire among Iranian 

nationalists for having an independent country. After the closure of the second Majles, in March 

1915, the British and Russians signed another secret treaty which granted England to rule much 

of the neutral zone, including the region with oil in Iran, and Russia was promised to gain 

control of Istanbul and the Strait. In the same year, the Russians moved their forces to the north 

of Iran in order to dissolute the pro-German and anti-Russian majles nationalists, who formed 

a provisional government at Qom. This nationalistic government were forced to flee Iran but 

many of its members remained politically active in Istanbul and Berlin. Two years later in 1917, 

the British were dominant in the south and the Russians gained the control in the north (Keddie 

2006, 73-4). 

The last king of the Qajar’s dynasty was the young Ahmad Shah who was incompetent in ruling 

the country. The additional problem was the corrupted cabinet and a weak central government 

which had to face foreign intrusions of the British and Russian powers.  This situation led the 

Iranian Cossack Brigade commander, Reza Khan, to undertake a coup backed by the British 

and establish a strong government. Sayyed Zia ad-Din, known as a pro-British moderate, 

became the prime minister and ruled the country together with Reza Khan, who entered Tehrān 

in 1921 and became war minister. Reza Khan focused on centralization as well as bureaucracy 

and strengthening army, which increased his power. This growing power allowed him to 

become the main powerful figure behind several prime ministers until he was elected as the 

new prime minister in 1923 (Keddie 2006, 80-1, 85). 

 Despite Reza Shah’s desire for independence from Occidentals, his period was in fact affected 

by the Western powers. Transportation and communication, as well as oil, were important fields 

in which foreign investments grew rapidly. Great Britain became the main western power in 
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Iran, and its investment led to more workers being employed in the oil fields than in all other 

industries combined in Iran. Germans were another prominent foreign group that advanced 

militarily and politically in Iran. Reza Shah did not oppose Nazi methods, which were highly 

relevant to “his dictatorial and nationalistic inclinations”. During World War II, a pro-German 

policy was established in Iran’s foreign policy, and German agents were housed there (Keddie 

2006, 101). 

With World War II starting in 1939, the British and Russians continued their activities in Iran, 

while Reza Shah’s modernization program was brought to an abrupt termination. When the 

Nazis occupied the Soviet Union in 1941, the British and Russians demanded the expulsion of 

German agents who were resided in Iran. In contrast to their requests, Reza Shah, who still had 

a sympathy for Germans, procrastinated in responding to their demand. Consequently, 

additional British and Russian troops were being deployed towards Iran. Their pressure on Reza 

Shah led to his abdication in 1941 following the partition of Iran into three different zones; 

British troops in the south, Soviets in the north as well as some unoccupied important areas 

such as Tehrān. During the same year, Reza Shah’s son, Mohammad Reza (b. 1919), succeeded 

to the throne as Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi (Keddie 2006, 105).  

The war and the foreign occupation in Iran created new economic and social problems for the 

Persian government. USSR interrupted the internal trade as they used the Trans-Iranian 

Railroad for sending their own supplies. Food prices rose gradually and the bad harvest in 1942 

led to famine in many cities. The state finance was unable to support development activities. In 

war times, a majority of state companies were inefficiently managed and operated at a loss, 

which demanded funds to tackle this deficit. It was also problematic to replace foreign 

technicians and equipment, which were already scarce in the country (Keddie 2006, 105-8). 

The foreign intervention on one side and the Mohammad Reza Shah’s authoritarian rule on the 

other side created a widespread discontent among many Iranian people, which built the way to 

Iran’s Islamic Revolution of 1979. 
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3.2. Data Analysis 
Dāneshvar is one of the Iranian literary figures who experienced the sociopolitical 

consequences of foreign intrusion in Iran in the 1940s. Her best-selling work of fiction, 

Savushun, served as a means for the author to implicitly express her thoughts and demands on 

protecting her motherland and nationality against colonialism.  

As mentioned earlier, the key solution presented by Frantz Fanon, the French political 

philosopher, for the struggle against colonial issues is the reclaiming of national dignity by the 

colonized people, rather than accepting what Europeans depict as culture and development. 

Dāneshvar seems to carry out the mission of claiming her past through Savushun, and 

mythologia is one of the most contributing element in accomplishing this literary mission. 

National myths are social elements that reinforce the sense of belonging to a nation as well as 

acting as a symbol for collective mobilization (Bouchard 2013, 3).  

The title of the novel, Savushun, proposes a link to the mythical and historical reign of the 

Persian Empire, which is mentioned in Ferdowsi’s epic, Shāhnāmeh. There are characters in 

Savushun who are inspired by real or fictional persons from Persian myths. Malek Rostam and 

Malek Sohrab are among the characters who bear the name of legendary figures from the 

Shāhnāmeh, namely the heroes Rostam and his son Sohrāb. Our male protagonist, Yusof, is the 

hero who fights against colonialism and prioritizes the need of people in Shiraz for food during 

the famine within the population. Yusof symbolizes Siyāvoš, the innocent protagonist who does 

not surrender to his surrounding malevolent deceptions and shared a similar destiny with Yusof: 

paying with their lives for being upstanding.  

Being murdered and left under the sky with no mourners, a plant grew from Siyāvash’s blood. 

The plant is known as “the blood of Siyāvōš” (Rose 2019) and carries a mythological 

framework, since similar occurrences can be found in stories of other legendary figures from 

Persian mythology. After the death of Keyumars (Gayumart in Middle Persian), a mythical 

king in Shāhnāmeh, a plant named ribas grows. Similar growth of another plant is also visible 

after the Iranian deity of sun, Mithra/Mehr, sacrifices a bull (Momtaz 2010/1389, 108). In 

Savushun, Yusof’s friend, MacMahon, has composed a poem about a tree called “the Tree of 

Independence” which “must be irrigated with blood” (Dāneshvar 1990, 30). In his condolence 

to Zari for her loss, he says: “Do not weep, sister. In your home, a tree shall grow, and others 

in your city, and many more throughout your country” (Dāneshvar 1990, 378). Both MacMahon 

and Zari feel a desire for an independent democratic country, as symbolized by the growth and 

spread of the tree of independence. But generally, this growth of plantation after the death of a 
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hero is a symbol for survival (Jahed 2011, 20) as well as re-birth of another hero to establish 

justice.  

Zari and Yusof’s loving son, Khosrow, symbolizes the emergence of a new hero who will 

follow his fathers’ path and become the upright fighter for justice. In Persian Mythology, Kay 

Khosrow is the son of Siyāvash who became a great warrior at an early age of ten, and battles 

with Afrāsiāb to revenge Siyāvash’s murder (Skjærvø 2013b). Our young Khosrow in Savushun 

is developing anti-colonial ideas and concerns about the foreign intrusion. Leafing through a 

textbook, Khosrow comments on its content, saying, “it is all begging and flattery!” (Dāneshvar 

1990, 180). He believes that writers of the book “haven’t written a word about how to get back 

what is rightfully yours” (ibid). Khosrow’s complaints indicate an eagerness for learning and 

his susceptibility to his father's anti-colonial attitudes. The foreign occupiers have taken away 

their independence, a right to which Khosrow is developing a sense of being awareness.  

The mythological section of Savushun gains intensity through the presence of Khosrow’s horse, 

Sahar4. Dāneshvar cleverly uses this animal imagery, through which the characteristics of our 

young to-be hero are brought to completion. Before the Arab conquest of Persia in the mid-7th 

century, Zoroastrianism was the main religion of the Iranians. During the Sasanian Empire from 

the 3rd century CE until the Arab conquest in the 640s, Zoroastrianism was the national religion 

for many Iranian people (Foltz 2011, 73). A common depiction of Sassanid rulers always 

included a horse. Presumably, a king without being shown on their horses would not fit to rule 

an Empire (Jahed 2011, 21). Mentioned in the religious sacred texts of Zoroastrianism, the 

Avesta, aspa (Avestan and Median word for horse) (Emmerick 2022) has become one of the 

supreme ancient Iranian symbols that infuses Persian literature. In Savushun, Sahar is the 

devoted animal who serves as a right-hand man and a loyal friend to Khosrow. Even Khan 

Kaka, whose constant criticism extends to everything, including Yusof’s anticolonial attitudes, 

cherishes Sahar: “He’s become a real beauty. The animal shines like gold!” (Dāneshvar 1990, 

41). Horses are loyal animals that assist their heroes in conflicts against evil, as well as in 

encounters with destructive creatures like snakes, which bring death and harm. Even in 

                                                           
4 Sahar is a female name in Iranian culture but in the translation of Savushun, Sahar is called “he” or the “colt”. 
As Persian employs a gender-neutral third-person pronoun, "او" [u], it is difficult to determine whether Dāneshvar 
called Sahar a male horse pronoun-wise. However, Yasaman Jahed in her Simin Daneshvar's Savushun: Examining 
Gender Under Patriarchy (2011) confirms that Dāneshvar considered Sahar’s gender as masculine in Savushun. 
Bearing this in mind, it could be concluded that Sahar is a part of gender conflict in the story (Jahed 2011, 24) 
during the dominant patriarchy in postcolonial Iran where both the question of indigenous people and gender 
were devalued. 
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Shāhnāmeh, Rakhsh is the faithful horse to Rostam that accompanies him constantly in his 

battles (Foltz 2011, 376). 

Another animal imagery adapted by Dāneshvar as a tool for reclaiming her national identity is 

birds. In Zoroastrian mythology, one of the most significant animals is the Saēna (New Persian: 

Sīmorgh), a magical dragon-bird that perches atop the Tree of All Seeds. This tree is situated 

in the Vourukasha Sea, guarded by a fish called Kara, who protects it from enemies. In the 

Iranian national epic, Shāhnāmeh, the mythical Sīmorgh is represented as the savior and 

protector of the infant prince Zal, who later becomes a great king. In the most famously Sufi 

tale, the thirteenth-century Manteq al-Tayr (Conference of the Birds by Farīd ud-Dīn ‘Aṭṭār), 

Sīmorgh is personified as the embodiment of ultimate reality. (Foltz 2010, 376).  

In Savushun, sparrows and crows are the birds that serve as tools for criticizing the colonial 

powers in Iran and asserting Iranian national dignity. Describing her house in detail, Zari 

highlights that sparrows often make her angry as they “build their nests on the ledge of the sash 

window or on the treetops. Their eggs fall onto the ground and break all the time. They are so 

careless” (Dāneshvar 1990, 45). The metaphor of sparrows refer to the Iranian people (Jahed 

2011, 19). They strive to establish a self-sufficient nation where they can live without relying 

on external forces. However, they are not conscientious enough in constructing their nests, 

which results in their eggs being broken. In other words, they fail to shape a bright future for 

themselves and their next generation.  

Zari remembers a childhood memory in which a group of British arrived from London for a 

school visit. Among the visitors, there was an old woman wearing a hat with sparrows on it. To 

Zari, it seemed that “sparrows had been buried on her hat. One of the sparrows had opened its 

wings as if about to fly, but had not yet taken off” (Dāneshvar 1990, 202). Again, Dāneshvar 

appears to illustrate how sparrows represent the Iranian people who strive to free themselves 

from colonial power. However, their nationalistic pursuit fails due to a lack of caution and unity 

in constructing a single united force against foreign occupiers.  

Crows, on the other hand, depict the foreign intrusion into Zari’s city. For Zari, her city is her 

house. To clarify more, she adds: “This is my city, and I love every inch of it … sweetbriars 

and most of all its orange blossoms and the scent that comes to our garden; the sparrows, 

starlings, and crows that consider our home their own” (Dāneshvar 1990, 44-45). In ancient 

Persian literary works, crows have been portrayed as intelligent creatures that are far-sighted 

and deceptive at the same time. They are known to have no qualms about pilfering what does 
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not rightfully belong to them, be it food, property, or otherwise. (Umarov and Mukhamedov 

2023, 489-90). The patients in the insane asylum playing the little children game of “crow, fly” 

(In Persian: Kalagh-par) (Dāneshvar 1990, 273) alludes to the Iranian people’s demand for the 

departure of the foreign armies. In Dāneshvar’s perspective, akin to crows, the foreigners were 

primarily occupiers who invaded the country and intelligently gained access to food resources 

of the Indigenous people, leading to famine in Shiraz. They are the ‘crows’ that invaded Zari’s 

house, showing no intention to depart as if the city were their own home.  

As discussed earlier, in the dichotomy of postcolonialism, the notion of “universalism” is 

undermined, as it upholds white, Eurocentric norms and practices that are privileged. In 

contrast, the native or “colonized” people are portrayed as undeveloped and illogical, with their 

norms and practices marginalized. Readers encounter the initial reference to this 

postcolonialism dichotomy in the first chapter of Savushun, where Zari and Yusof attend the 

wedding of the Governor’s daughter. Among the wedding guests is Khanom Hakim, a British 

female doctor, who begins a conversation with Zari:  

“‘How the twins have been?’ … ’The child still has been on a pacifier?’“(Dāneshvar 
1990, 20-1)  

   (In Persian:  پستانک بچه هنوز می باشد؟… حال دوقلو ها چطور می باشد؟ ) (Dāneshvar       

2018/1399, 6) 

According to Zari, “Khanom Hakim said so many ‘have beens’ and ‘had beens’ that she even 

wore herself out” (Dāneshvar 1990, 21). Despite being an educated woman living in Iran for a 

significant period and has even delivered all three of Zari's children at the missionary hospital 

in Shiraz, Khanom Hakim speaks broken Persian.  

Another prominent example is Seargent Zinger. He had been living in Iran for seventeen years 

while working as a salesman for Singer sewing machines. However, he does not speak Persian 

fluently. During a ceremony, Sergeant Zinger raises his toast in admiration of Iran:  

“‘To Iran, much greatest than France. And Tehran, greatest than . . . than . . . Vichy,” he 
finished in his broken Persian.” (Dāneshvar 1990, 54). 

(In Persian: ترين از فرانسه. و تهران بوزورگ تر از... از ويشیکيلی بوزورگ  ٬به سلامتی ايران ) 
(Dāneshvar 2018/1399, 34) 

The lack of a strong command of the language of the indigenous people, despite living in the 

occupied country for many years, reveals a prominent aspect of postcolonialism, which is the 

degradation of the norms and practices of the colonized people. Ngugi wa Thiong’o describes 
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the dual nature of language in his book Decolonizing the mind, stating that “it is both a means 

of communication and a carrier of culture” (Thiong'o 1992, 13). Therefore, the native language 

is a part of the culture of Indigenous people, but it is marginalized and considered to be inferior 

to the colonial language. Thus, it provides no convincing reason for foreigners to allocate time 

in learning the native language properly, since the language of Indigenous people is often 

perceived as belonging to an uncivilized society with lesser importance.  

Dāneshvar seems to recognize the language hierarchy established by foreigners and is aware of 

the undeniable existence of cultural imperialism in Iran, particularly during World War II. For 

example, the female protagonist Zari's education in a British school during her childhood 

accounts for her proficiency in English, which is a result of the promotion of the imperial 

language through education.  She had courses on etiquette and good behaviour every week at 

the British school (Dāneshvar 1990, 210), as it was an indoctrination of Indigenous uncultured 

people with what is right and wrong to do. Zari had courses focused solely on the study of one 

religious book, the Bible, which held great significance to the religion of the occupying 

foreigners, namely Christianity.  Here, the cultural power of the colonizer strives to deform the 

identity of a nation or an individual by introducing and promoting the colonizer's language and 

religion among the inhabitants from an early age. Even when Zari sees a picture of Malek 

Sohrab’s brother, her initial assumption is that it depicts John the Baptist, a religious figure in 

Christianity. Yusof’s reaction to Zari’s assumption was that she had a childhood with a mind 

“full of the Bible stories she had to read every morning in school” (Dāneshvar 1990, 65).  

Establishment of colonial culture is further depicted in Savushun when Kolu, a shepherd’s son 

who is adopted by Yusof, returns to Zari’s home from the missionary hospital wearing a copper 

cross around his neck. He declares himself a Christian and starts delivering lectures to Zari 

about Christ, referring to himself as “Christ’s lost lamb” (Dāneshvar 1990, 300). Foreign 

influence is evident in this context as Kolu, even after departing from the missionary hospital, 

continues to visit the man in black there every Sunday morning. Previously, Kolu mistakenly 

assumed that the man in black was the "Holiness Abolfazl" (Dāneshvar 1990, 242) (the brother 

of the third Imam of Shia Islam, Huseyn ibn Ali). However, it becomes clear that the man in 

black is the one who convinced Kolu that Jesus is a shepherd searching for his lost lambs. 

The impact of postcolonial hybridity is prominently manifested in Kolu, exemplified by the 

adoption of Christian beliefs in him as a result of interactions between the colonizers and the 

colonized. Kolu’s identity is deformed as he no longer feels a sense of belonging to Shia Islam, 

his former religion and the official religion of Iran. Here the two distinct cultures come into 
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contact within a society. They do not exist in isolation from one another, but rather become 

intertwined with each other. But more importantly, in this intercultural society, the cultural 

differences do not result in peaceful coexistence; instead, differences become a source of 

contention and discrimination (Olson and Worsham 1998, 362).  

Establishing missionary schools for teaching the imperial language and culture among children 

of indigenous people, Kolu’s conversion to the colonizer’s religion, Christianity, and even the 

presence of British flag behind the bride and groom in the wedding of the governor’s dotter 

indicate a cross-cultural society, where the culture of indigenous people is constantly being 

challenged and oppressed. In other words, the elements of the colonized and the colonizer are 

interweaved at the cost of giving dominance and superiority to the latter. Thus, such imposition 

of foreign language and culture spread roots in many Iranian lives, which is highly visible in 

lives of our characters in Savushun. As Ngugi wa Thiong’o states in his book Decolonizing the 

mind, “It makes them see their past as one wasteland of non-achievement and it makes them 

want to distance themselves from that wasteland” (Thiong'o 1992, 3).Thiong’o describes this 

cultural subjugation as a “cultural bomb”, a weapon wielded by imperialists to annihilate the 

Indigenous people’s belief in their language, in their history, and in themselves (ibid, 3).  

It seems that in order to resist the cultural domination imposed by the colonizers, Dāneshvar 

employs language as a tool to counteract the dominance of the colonial language. Savushun is 

replete with the Shirazi dialect and expressions, which together constitute a local Persian-

language dialect spoken in Shiraz. The protagonists of Savushun, Yusof and Zari, are among 

the characters who speak Persian fluently, enriched with the Shirazi dialect and local words. 

Despite having studied at a British school and possessing a good command of English, Zari 

chooses to communicate in her native language, enriched with the local dialect. Their use of 

language and speech approves their anti-colonial attitudes, and shows their endeavor in 

conserving their cultural identity.  

The sense of cultural nationalism becomes apparent in conversations between Zari and Yusof. 

For instance, Zari cites a proverb in Shirazi Persian5 using the words مو [mo] (meaning “I” in 

English), ای [i] (meaning “this”) and سوراخو [surāxū] (meaning “hole”) (S. Dāneshvar 

2018/1399, 29). In this context, the Indigenous people living during the postcolonial era persist 

in utilizing their language and its power as a means to reclaim their cultural identities, instead 

                                                           
5 The original saying in Persian is: تا تو منع مو کردی، مو شمردم صد و سی مورچه که رفت تو ای سوراخو (Dāneshvar 
2018/1399, 29). Ghanoonparvar’s translation: While you was telling me all them things, I counted a hundret and 
thirty ants go into a hole (Dāneshvar 1990, 49). 
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of adopting the language of the colonial powers and eventually becoming "civilized" like them. 

Here, the ‘us-and-them’ binary relation previously used by colonial powers for their indirect 

exploitation of “colonized” countries is now used by the “colonized” individuals themselves. 

The aim would be different, that is to say, to highlight the fact that “us” are the inhabitant people 

who possess a nation with its own culture and speak a native language that has evolved 

linguistically. Therefore, “them” refers to the colonizers who invade our homeland and consider 

themselves as mentally, historically and culturally superior to “others”.  

The dualistic aspect of us-and-them relation is also evident in the main conflict of the novel 

between Yusof and Sergeant Zinger. Yusof’s National independence and sovereignty stand in 

contrast to British officer Sergeant Zinger, who is concerned with colonial exploitation. Zari’s 

home vs. the city outdoors gives also prominence to the existence of such a duality. In a 

conversation with Yusof, Zari tries to convince her husband not to put himself in danger due to 

his patriotism: “Let them do whatever they want, except bring the war to my nest. What business 

is it of mine that the city is like the Mordestan District? This home is my city, my country” 

(Dāneshvar 1990, 35). For Zari, her home is her country — an environment adorned with all 

the historic elements of Iranian identity. The chirping sparrows in Zari’s garden symbolize the 

Iranian people. Yusof represents the patriotic hero who deeply cares about national 

independence. And the young adventurous to-be hero, Khosrow, accompanied by Sahar, 

embodies the national emblem of a loyal friend to the hero, drawing inspiration from ancient 

Iranian mythology. Even the religious Khānum Fāṭemeh in Zari’s home portrays the breaking 

point between Iran and its past after the Arab conquest of Persia in the mid-7th century, when a 

large population of Iranian people adhered to Islam.  

On the contrary, the city outside Zari’s nest is described as the Mordestan district (Dāneshvar 

1990, 76), which refers to the grave site district. This description implicitly suggests a city 

which is deprived of national autonomy and struggles with famine, epidemic typhus as well as 

foreign occupiers with the goal of conquering and controlling the “uncivilized” society. Sahar 

is taken out of Zari’s home without permission of its owner, and Yusof dies for his patriotism 

in this Mordestan district. In Zari’s eyes, the city outdoors is where the Iranian nationalism are 

either stolen or died.  

Doris Bachmann-Medick emphasizes in her book Cultural Turns, New Orientations in the 

Study of Culture that the era of postcolonialism appears to recognize the continuity of colonial 

power structures, including the exploitation of resources belonging to Indigenous peoples. 

Furthermore, the colonization of people was and is a continuous crime where cultural 
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imperialism, exploitation, marginalization, disempowerment, and violence oppressed 

Indigenous people (Nielsen och Robyn 2019, 1). This historical and horrific crime of intruding 

into one’s nation is particularly evident in Savushun, where colonial activities manifest as 

various types of crimes. During the widespread famine, when a majority of the ‘colonized’ 

population lacked access to food, many governors, either voluntarily or under pressure, agreed 

to sell their surplus provisions to foreign armies. As Yusof says: “The city’s food supplies, from 

onions to wheat, had been bought up by the occupying army” (Dāneshvar 1990, 20). However, 

Yusof refuses to comply with the foreign occupiers' demands for food supplies.  

The exploitation by the colonizer is evident in various other forms in Savushun. During the 

wedding of the governor’s dotter, Zari was asked to lend her earrings to the bride, with the 

promise that she would receive them the day after the wedding. But Zari knew that “if hell froze 

over she would see her earrings again” (Dāneshvar 1990, 23). Zari never received back her 

earrings, which were a gift on her wedding night. Later, she is forced to “lend” the horse to the 

Governor’s dotter, and they promised Zari to return it as soon as she grows tired of it. Again, 

they do not send the horse back home as promised. Instead, Sahar manages to escape from the 

governor’s home, and Khosrow eventually finds her among a crowd on a hill. These deceptions 

represent how colonialism act as a theft of Indigenous people’s properties, and clarifies a crime 

which relies on exploitation of others’ resources to achieve economic and political ends 

(Nielsen och Robyn 2019, 1).  

The indigenous inhabitants’ deprivation is indicated apparently when Zari calls Khanom Hakim 

regarding Kolu’s hospitalization in the missionary hospital. Khanom Hakim responses, in her 

broken Persian, that “the beds of the missionary hospital exclusively for the foreign officers 

and soldiers have been, and all the beds filled have been, and even no room left has been in the 

corridors.” (Dāneshvar 1990, 195). But when Khan Kaka calls them back, they prepare a bed 

in the corridor of the hospital for Kolu. Khanom Hakim’s refusal of Zari’s request depicts 

colonialism as a theft of the native inhabitants’ human rights, in this context, their fundamental 

right to health care. It also portrays how colonial activities give birth to corruption. The foreign 

officers and soldiers are the first priority for health care in the hospital, and the local inhabitants 

gain access to it only through a foreigner-friendly mediator.  

The criminal colonial activities reaches its peak when the male protagonist Yusof is murdered, 

suspiciously by Sergeant Zinger. The murder of Yusof is considered to be a political 

assassination, and it shows how colonialism could function as murder; the theft of Indigenous 

people’s lives.  It also symbolizes the ongoing victimization of Indigenous people during the 
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colonial and postcolonial era when the peoples’ lives were put in the hand of foreign occupiers, 

as if the invaders had the control of the native inhabitants’ destiny.  

3.3. Discussion  
Considering the foreign forces in Savushun as antagonists who have colonialist viewpoints, it 

is important to note that not all foreign characters are enemy to Yusof. Despite belonging to the 

British convoy, the Irish poet and journalist MacMahon is a friend to Zari and Yusof.  He carries 

a camera around and likes to read his poems to the couple. In addition to the MacMahon’s 

concept of “the land of Arians” (Dāneshvar 1990, 29), which suggests a shared origin between 

Iran and Ireland, the nationalistic struggle in MacMahon and Yusof lead them to develop a good 

friendship.  

Dāneshvar seems to present the fellowship between MacMahon and Yusof in her novel to 

commemorate the readers on the common histories of Iran and Ireland in combat for 

independence, possibly based on the initial concept of the “enemy of my enemy is my friend”6. 

When MacMahon tells Yusof that both are “kin” and calling Iranians as their “old ancestors” 

(Dāneshvar 1990, 28-9), he makes historical associations between Iran and Ireland that many 

Irish commentators had made earlier.  In 18th and 19th century, a wide ranging commentators 

made similar imagined associations. For instance, the nationalist Irish poet Lady Jane Francesca 

Agnes Wilde traced the roots of many Irish folk traditions back to ancient Iran (Bonakdarian 

2017, 52).  

Expressions of sympathy with the Iranian nation among some Irish nationalists signifies an old 

tradition of advocating for anti-imperialist struggles around the world (Bonakdarian 2017, 52). 

Historically, Ireland was a territorial possession of Britain which became incorporated into the 

United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland in 1801 (ibid, 55). From early on, the union 

mounted opposition among many Irish nationalists as the British government failed to govern 

the Ireland, followed by the Great Irish Famine of 1845–49. Approximately one million people 

died of starvation or from other famine-related diseases such as typhus in Ireland, when the 

impoverished Irish peasantry still had to export food to Britain (Mokyr 2023).  

Later, the Iranian Constitutional Revolution of 1906 received a global attention and became an 

internationalized event, which also attracted many Irish nationalists’ anti-imperialist affinity 

with the Iranian people. A corresponding Iranian public advocacy appeared, however, by the 

                                                           
6 This concept was the primary sensibility behind the Irish nationalist’s advocacy of Iran’s war effort during the 
Anglo-Iranian War of 1856–57 in the nationalist newspaper The Nation (Bonakdarian 2017, 52). 
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late nineteenth century after the Easter Rising of 1916 (Bonakdarian 2017, 53-4). The Iranian 

nationalist press began to devote attention to both the Easter Rising as well as nationalistic 

developments in Irish diasporic communities. Sayyid Mohammad Ali Jamalzadeh writes an 

article in the Iranian anti-Allied nationalist newspaper based in Berlin Kāveh, condemning the 

execution of one of the nationalist leaders of Ireland, Roger Casement. In general, the Iranian 

nationalist circle regarded the Rising as a legitimate act of national liberation.  They viewed the 

executed Irish leaders of the insurgency as martyrs in the struggle for independence (ibid, 64. 

67). 

Dāneshvar’s Savushun is not only enriched with postcolonial themes but also manifest a 

struggle to demand human right, including feminism. As discussed earlier, the colonial-like 

activities of foreign troops during the World War II in Savushun lead to violation of human 

rights. Certainly, the covert language of Dāneshvar is enriched with a hidden protest against the 

subjugation of indigenous people, including women in Savushun. The limited scope of this 

study did not permit a further research on doing a feminist literary criticism of the novel. 

However, it is of great importance to present a comprehensive overview of the human rights 

perspective by incorporating feminist viewpoint into the analysis of Savushun. This will let us 

to reach a broader comprehension of the themes in this novel.  

Zari is the heroine of Savushun who experiences social inequality and witnesses the gender 

hierarchy during Pahlavi’s reign in Iran. During this period, the modernisation program of Reza 

Shah was, undoubtedly, a great contribution to elevate women’s status in Iran. The dominant 

Sharia law had previously undermined women’s position in society and in private life, with 

practices such as polygamy and temporary marriage for men, as well as societal expectations 

that discouraged wives from engaging in certain jobs deemed "degrading" (Keddie 2006, 92).  

Iranian women received an emancipation during Reza Shah Regime. Many job fields such as 

teaching and nursing opened their doors to women, with a rise in paid work, and polygamy 

declined among the upper class. However, the emancipation was not fully realized and many 

women remained segregated from men in the society throughout the country (Keddie 2006, 

100). 

In terms of changing women’s dress, which were earlier chador and face veil for most women 

in urban areas, Reza Shah adopted a strict and authoritarian policy. In 1936, women had to dress 

in western-style garments, and this forced unveiling could result in tearing of chadors from 

women on the streets by gendarmes. The traditional restrictions were still dominant on women’s 
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lives for whom a complete economic and social equality were not achievable (Keddie 2006, 

92). Women had no high position in the public domain where they could participate to make 

legislative decisions.  

As a female writer having a deep insight on women’s status in Iran, Dāneshvar delivered an 

image of patriarchal culture in Savushun through her covert language. She applies a figurative 

language encompasses simile, metaphor, symbol and imagery in her novel to convey her protest 

against the foreign control as well as lack of human rights discrimination in terms of gender 

norms in the society.  

Among several examples of the covert language in Savushun, one can provide the notable one 

which is a representative example of human rights subjugation. While the two tribal leaders, 

Malek Rostam and Sohrab, wait for Yusof to return back home from hunting, they reminisce 

with Zari about the good old days. Neither a serious conversation about the contemporary 

political situation nor the purpose of their unexpected visit is carried out with Zari. Malek 

Rostam and Sohrab had been veiled in chadors as a disguise strategy to evade arrest. In other 

words, they created the illusion of being women to the public outdoors, in order to demonstrate 

that they were not active citizens in politics, therefore no threat to the government. However, 

when Yusof joins them, the chadors are tossed into a corner, as an action to remove any sign of 

“cowardice”, and the sincere conversation is hold among them. Zari’s marginal role consists of 

being a submissive wife, who gives services for others’ convenience such as pulling out Yusof’s 

boots and preparing hookah for guests.  

During the discussion between Yusof and the tribal leaders regarding crops and the foreigners’ 

prohibition of tribal activities, such as summer migration, Yusof displays a condescending 

attitude towards them. It arouses Malek Sohrab’s anger, who dislikes Yusof’s opinion about 

being ‘a little boy’ with no brain (Dāneshvar 1990, 71). Despite the fact that tribal life brings 

satisfaction to the tribal leaders, Yusof believes that this contentment rises from their 

unfamiliarity with other ways of life, as if they are uncivilized inhabitants devoid of free will.  

Through the scenario discussed above, Dāneshvar continues voicing her concern about the 

gender and class hierarchy included in human rights suppression as well as foreign intrusion. 

As Kamran Talattof states: “Literature was to address the problems of social inequality and 

political oppression” (Talattof 1997, 534). The prerevolutionary literature functioned as an 

effective weapon for the committed writers to speak about freedom and political change. Using 

coded signs in their literary language, the writers were able to focus on political repression and 
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advocate for civil liberties. Although human rights was more prominent compared to gender 

liberation, the main idea was that women emancipation would be then achieved once the human 

right was ensured (Jahed 2011, 5).  

3.4. Conclusion 
In Savushun, Dāneshvar leads the readers through Iran’s political instability from Zari’s 

narration, as she contemplates the social, cultural and political consequences of colonial and 

postcolonial impacts in the society of Iran. Having personal experiences of foreign intrusion 

during Reza Shah’s reign, Dāneshvar employs elements of Iranian mythology in the novel as 

literary techniques to amplify both her national identity and her resistance against the foreign 

occupiers. Horses and birds hold significant positions in ancient Iranian myths that have been 

passed down through generations. Dāneshvar cleverly utilizes these ancient Iranian symbols 

and mythic heroes as integral components of Iranian culture's sense of identity in Savushun. 

The result is creating characters which all carry a reference to Iranian mythical tales and fables.  

Throughout the novel, the readers become acquainted with the economic exploitation, cultural 

suppression and political domination of the colonial powers in the pre-revolutionary Iran 

through the lives and observations of the characters. Such impacts of the presence of foreign 

armies are within the scope of postcolonial themes in Savushun.  The immoral act of occupation 

and the practice of buying food from local governors to distribute it among their own armies 

during the famine period reveals the economic exploitation carried out by imperial powers in 

the country.   

Despite years of residency in Iran, the foreign characters’ inadequate knowledge of Persian as 

well as the promotion of their own culture within the “colonized” population, such as 

indoctrination of Kolu into adhering to Christianity, serves as an example of cultural 

suppression and cultural imposition during the postcolonial era. The consequences of imperial 

dominance give rise to the core conflict in the novel, namely the political tension between the 

patriotic Yusof and the colonizer Sergeant Zinger. The protagonist couple Yusof and Zari, 

either explicitly or implicitly in their own ways, begin to challenge the political domination of 

the colonial-like impacts of occupying troops. Savushun is, therefore, a postcolonial literary 

work which explores the effects of imperialism on Iran and focuses on the perspectives and 

voices of oppressed people during the postcolonial era.  

Future studies could fruitfully explore whether the postrevolutionary literary works in Iran have 

also applied elements of Iranian mythology and coded language to talk about human rights 
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issues and, possibly, political change. There have been widespread protests both within and 

outside in Iran, calling for political reform, or more seriously, revolution, which escalated 

worldwide in 2022 when a young Iranian girl, Mahsā Amini, died suspiciously after been 

arrested by morality police in Iran. Thus, these extensive protests indicate a long-lasting desire 

among a large Iranian population for political change. It could be predicted that similar themes 

could not be clearly seen in literary works of the postrevolutionary period in Iran, as the 

bureaucratic organ known as the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance (Vezarat-e Farhang 

va Ershad-e Eslami in Persian7), carries out censorship on many cultural activities and works 

produced in Iran, such as theater and books. But it would be interesting to explore whether such 

themes succeeded to voice themselves in postrevolutionary literary works through a coded 

language that authorities failed to decode, followed by giving their permission for its 

publication inside Iran. This exploration would contribute to a more comprehensive 

comprehension of the experiences of dissatisfied individuals in Iran’s postrevolutionary era, as 

well as their demands regarding the current political and economic circumstances, which could 

be achieved through the perspectives of authors residing in the country and their portrayal of 

such realities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7 Also known as the Ershad, i.e., “Guidance,” it has created a permit system that legally determines the legal 
authorization for artists, publishers and other media outlets to publicly display their works in Iran. The practice 
of interpretation by Ershad is closely linked to the production and advancement of what it perceives as “Islamic 
culture” with a deep interest in shaping a national culture rooted in Islamic revolutionary ideas (Rahimi 2015, 
363).  
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