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Analysis of Symbolic Realism in Three Novels by Simin Daneshvar: Savushun, Wandering
Island, and Wandering Camel Driver

Sanaz Soltani', Shahrokh Hekmat'*, Ali Eskandari', Fatemeh Ghahremani'

1. Department of Persian Language and Literature, Ar.C., Islamic Azad University, Arak, Iran.
*Corresponding Author’s Email: Sh-hekmat@jiau.ac.ir

Abstract

Simin Daneshvar, as one of the most influential female writers in contemporary Iranian fiction, has consistently approached society and
its issues with a realist perspective. This study aims to analyze the components of realism—particularly the manifestation of "symbolic
realism"—in three of Daneshvar’s major novels, including Savushun, Wandering Island, and Wandering Camel Driver. By examining the
realist elements in these works, the research seeks to explain how the social, political, and cultural realities of Iran during the mid-twentieth
century are reflected through this literary school. The findings indicate that Daneshvar, with exemplary skill, interweaves realism with a
symbolic approach, thereby succeeding in portraying deeper layers of meaning in her works. In this article, the theoretical foundations of
realism and symbolic realism are first discussed, and then, with reference to the texts of the three novels, the components of this school

are analyzed in relation to characterization, language, spatial description, and narrative structure.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The study of realism, particularly symbolic
realism, within contemporary Iranian literature
provides an essential lens through which the
historical, cultural, and political
transformations of the twentieth century can
be analyzed. As an influential figure in Iranian
prose, Simin Daneshvar has frequently been
associated with the realist tradition, while
simultaneously = embedding  within  her
narratives layers of symbolic meaning that
elevate her works beyond surface-level
depictions of everyday life. Realism, as a
literary school, emerged in Europe in the
nineteenth century as a reaction to the
perceived idealism and sentimentality of

Romanticism, establishing itself by
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emphasizing fidelity to reality, ordinary
characters, social conditions, and critical
reflection on contemporary life (2). The
trajectory of realism in Iranian literature was
significantly shaped after the Constitutional
Revolution, when themes of social
responsibility and collective struggle began to
dominate fictional writing, leading to the rise of
critical and later socialist realism (1). Writers
such as Hedayat, Alavi, and Al-e Ahmad
pioneered the adoption of realism in Persian
fiction, grounding narrative form in the lived
realities of Iranian society. Against this
backdrop, Daneshvar's works stand out for
their fusion of realist elements with symbolic
strategies, particularly in her three major
novels—Savushun, Wandering Island, and
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Wandering Camel Driver—through which she
reflects on the socio-political crises of her time
while layering them with metaphors,
allegories, and cultural symbols. This
deliberate interweaving of the real and the
symbolic reflects her cautious yet critical
outlook on Iranian society, influenced by her
personal circumstances, her intellectual
partnership with Jalal Al-e Ahmad, and her
position as a pioneering female voice in a
male-dominated literary field.

The intellectual foundations of realism in
Iranian fiction cannot be fully understood
without consideration of its theoretical
underpinnings in Western thought. Balzac, for
instance, famously defined the realist novelist
as the historian of customs and society,
arguing that writers must depict their own
milieu with precision and objectivity (2). Harry
Levin also emphasized the contextual
variability of realism, suggesting that its
definition shifts depending on the framework in
which it is applied, ranging from journalistic
accuracy to artistic truthfulness. Iranian critics
and theorists have also contributed
significantly to the discussion of realism in
literature. Shamisa’s extensive work on literary
schools traces the development of realism
from its European roots to its Iranian
adaptations, highlighting its distinctive role in
narrative prose (3). Similarly, Fadavi al-
Shokri’'s analysis of Persian realist novels
between 1941 and 1978 underscores the
extent to which realism became the dominant

mode for representing socio-political realities

in Iranian fiction, even though authors often
diverged in their approaches and degrees of
adherence (4). Later scholarship, such as
Akbarzadeh’s exploration of critical realism,
demonstrates how literary realism in lran was
tied to evolving intellectual currents, especially
in the early decades of the twentieth century
(5)- This cumulative body of critical work
indicates that while realism in Iran was
strongly influenced by European models, it
developed into a distinct style that reflected the
complexities of Iranian society, politics, and
cultural identity. Against this backdrop,
Daneshvar’s innovation was not merely in
adopting realism, but in transforming it by
introducing symbolic motifs that expanded the
interpretive horizons of her narratives.

Daneshvar’s Savushun (1969) is perhaps the
most notable example of her engagement with
realism and its symbolic extensions. Set in
Shiraz during World War Il, when lIran was
occupied by Allied forces, the novel presents a
vivid picture of the socio-political upheavals of
the time. The narrative focuses on Zari, a
woman struggling to balance her domestic
responsibilities with the political ideals of her
husband, Yusof, who is ultimately killed by
foreign forces due to his resistance (8).
Through Zari’s experiences, Daneshvar not
only presents a detailed portrait of everyday
life under occupation but also constructs a
symbolic framework where characters and
settings resonate with deeper cultural and
historical meanings. The very title, Savushun,

references the ancient mourning ceremonies
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for the mythical hero Siavash, symbolizing
national grief, resistance, and betrayal (9). In
this way, Daneshvar anchors her narrative in
realism—through detailed descriptions of
shortages, social unrest, and family
struggles—while simultaneously imbuing it
with mythic and symbolic resonance. Yusof
becomes a martyr-like figure, embodying the
fate of intellectuals who resist colonial or
authoritarian pressures, while Zari represents
the conflicted yet resilient Iranian woman, torn
between tradition and autonomy. The
combination of realist detail with symbolic
undertones ensures that the novel transcends
its historical setting, offering a timeless
reflection on themes of resistance, grief, and
survival. Thus, Savushun illustrates how
Daneshvar successfully bridged the gap
between realism as accurate social
documentation and symbolic realism as a
means of deeper cultural critique.

In Wandering Island, Daneshvar extends her
realist framework into more explicitly
psychological and existential territories. The
novel tells the story of Hasti, a young woman
navigating the tumultuous years leading up to
and during the Iranian Revolution. Hasti’s
experiences, relationships, and evolving
worldview provide Daneshvar with a vehicle to
explore the fragmented realities of Iranian
society, particularly as experienced by women
seeking identity and autonomy. Unlike
Savushun, which followed a relatively linear
realist narrative, Wandering Island employs

more modernist techniques such as nonlinear

narration and stream-of-consciousness
passages, thereby reflecting the internal
turmoil of its protagonist. Hasti oscillates
between traditional expectations of marriage
and family and the desire for independence
and creative self-expression, a conflict that
positions her as emblematic of the broader
struggles of Iranian women during this
transformative era (8). The title itself,
Wandering Island, functions as a potent
symbol of dislocation and uncertainty,
reflecting both the protagonist’s personal crisis
and the broader instability of Iranian society.
Moreover, the novel explicitly grapples with
philosophical debates surrounding positivism,
materialism, and the loss of metaphysical
foundations in modern life, as articulated by
the character Salim, who asserts the human
need for metaphysical and spiritual grounding
(10). This thematic focus indicates that
Daneshvar used symbolic realism not merely
to depict external social realities but also to
interrogate the internal psychological and
philosophical dilemmas of her characters. In
this way, the novel demonstrates how realism,
when combined with symbolic frameworks,
can provide a holistic reflection of both social
and inner worlds.

Wandering Camel Driver, the sequel to
Wandering Island, continues Hasti’'s journey of
self-discovery and intellectual transformation,
deepening Daneshvar's exploration of
symbolic realism. In this novel, Hasti grapples
with feminist ideas, gender inequality, and the
contradictions of her society, reflecting the
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broader feminist discourse emerging in Iran at
the time. Through her dialogues and inner
reflections, Hasti articulates ideas about
women’s rights, inheritance, divorce, and
custody, positioning herself as a voice for
feminist critique (10). Symbolism plays a
crucial role in this novel, as the figure of the
“‘wandering camel driver” embodies themes of
lost guidance, displacement, and the search
for meaning. These symbols resonate with
broader cultural and social anxieties about
tradition, modernity, and identity in a rapidly
changing Iranian society. Moreover, the novel
juxtaposes feminist ideals with entrenched
patriarchal  structures, dramatizing the
gendered struggles that shaped Iranian
intellectual and social life. Scholars such as
Moravat have argued that the realist novel
inherently situates the individual within social
contexts, tracing the roots of behavior in
collective and institutional structures (7).
Daneshvar’s narrative strategy in Wandering
Camel Driver aligns with this view, as Hasti’s
personal dilemmas are consistently linked to
broader socio-political realities. At the same
time, the symbolic dimensions of the narrative
ensure that the novel transcends mere
sociological commentary, engaging instead
with existential questions of identity, freedom,
and meaning. The interplay of realism and
symbolism here exemplifies Daneshvar’s
literary mastery, allowing her to comment on
pressing social issues while also addressing

universal human concerns.

Comparing Daneshvar’s three novels reveals
the coherence and evolution of her symbolic
realist style. In Savushun, realism is grounded
in historical specificity and socio-political
commentary, while symbolism is drawn
primarily from mythic and cultural references.
In Wandering Island, realism is expanded to
encompass psychological and existential
dimensions, with  symbolism reflecting
dislocation, identity crises, and philosophical
questions. Finally, in Wandering Camel Driver,
realism is focused on feminist struggles and
social critique, while symbolism dramatizes
the universal search for meaning and direction
in life. Across all three works, Daneshvar
demonstrates an extraordinary ability to weave
together detailed depictions of Iranian society
with symbolic motifs that enrich the interpretive
possibilities of her narratives. Her use of
symbolism is not ornamental but integral,
designed to reveal hidden layers of meaning
and to invite readers into deeper reflection.
Scholars such as Adibzadeh have noted that
realist novels often integrate historical material
directly into their plots, thereby serving both
artistic and documentary functions (6).
Daneshvar’s works extend this function further
by embedding symbolic frameworks that
universalize the lranian experience, making
her narratives relevant not only to local
contexts but also to global literary discourses.
Thus, her symbolic realism can be seen as
both a continuation of Iranian realist traditions

and a distinct innovation that secured her
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place as a central figure in modern Persian
literature.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that
Simin Daneshvar's three major novels
constitute exemplary models of symbolic
realism in contemporary Persian fiction.
Through their detailed depictions of historical
events, social conditions, and individual
struggles, these novels fulfill the realist
mandate of documenting reality with fidelity.
Yet, by incorporating symbolic elements drawn
from mythology, cultural rituals, philosophy,
and existential questioning, Daneshvar
transforms her narratives into multi-layered
texts that resonate with deeper meanings.
Savushun captures the national grief and
resistance of wartime Iran, Wandering Island
explores the existential dilemmas of
dislocation and identity, and Wandering Camel
Driver dramatizes feminist critiques and the
universal search for direction. Taken together,
these works highlight Daneshvar’s capacity to
blend realist documentation with symbolic
depth, positioning her as a pioneering figure
who expanded the possibilities of Iranian
narrative prose. Her symbolic realism
continues to invite scholarly engagement,
offering insights not only into Iranian society
but also into broader questions of human
existence, cultural identity, and the power of

literature to reflect and transform reality.
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