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A Comparative Study of Critical Realism in Contemporary Kurdish and Persian Literature:
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Abstract

Over time, literature, through intercultural interactions, migration, colonialism, war, translation, and other forms of human
activity, has continuously been subject to reciprocal influence with the literatures of other nations. The issue of literary
influence and reception was conceptualized in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries within the framework of
“comparative literature,” gradually leading to the emergence of schools such as the French and American schools in this
field. The French School emphasizes establishing historical relationships and demonstrating direct influence between literary
works, whereas the American School focuses on conceptual openness, interdisciplinarity, transcending national and
linguistic boundaries, and the concept of “literariness.” Drawing on the approach of the American School, according to
which similarities in structure and thematic correspondence may be identified among writers, this article comparatively
examines critical realism in the Kurdish novel Three Steps to the Gallows and the contemporary Persian novel The Valiants
of Tangestan. Using a descriptive-analytical method, the present study seeks to evaluate the components of critical realism
from a content-based perspective. The findings indicate that the novels The Most Beautiful Commander and The Valiants
of Tangestan, through their use of simple language, realistic narration, and attention to social suffering and historical
tensions, present a critical representation of power structures and social relations. They also contribute to a deeper
understanding of the social, historical, and identity-related conditions of the communities from which these literary works
have emerged.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Comparative literature emerged as a distinct
field of literary inquiry through sustained
attention to the reciprocal relations among
national literatures, cultures, historical
experiences, and intellectual traditions. Its
development was closely associated with the

need to move beyond isolated national
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frameworks and to examine literary texts in
relation to broader cultural and historical
processes. The French School of comparative
literature initially emphasized demonstrable
historical relations, direct influence, reception,
and transmission between authors and literary

traditions, whereas the American School later
developed a more open and interdisciplinary
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orientation that permitted comparison on the
basis of thematic, structural, aesthetic, and
conceptual similarities even in the absence of
direct historical influence (1-3). Within this
broader comparative framework, realism
occupies a central position because of its
sustained commitment to the representation of
social reality, ordinary life, historical
experience, and the material conditions
shaping human existence. Realism gradually
developed from the representation of everyday
life toward more socially critical forms that
sought not merely to reproduce external reality
but also to expose contradictions, inequalities,
exploitation, and the tensions generated by
political and economic structures (4, 5). Critical
realism, as a more developed form of realist
representation, therefore seeks to reveal
contradictions, conflicts, and ambiguities
embedded within society and to portray
individuals as subjects whose lives are shaped
by broader historical and structural forces (6,
8, 9). This perspective is particularly useful for
examining contemporary Kurdish and Persian
fiction because both literary traditions have
developed in social contexts marked by war,
colonial intervention, state violence, forced
displacement, political repression, and
struggles over collective identity. Accordingly,
the present study comparatively examines the
manifestations of critical realism in Jean Dost’s
Kurdish novel Three Steps to the Gallows and
Mohammad Hossein Roknzadeh Adamiyat’s
Persian novel The Brave Men of Tangestan,

with particular emphasis on the ways in which

both works transform historical experience into
literary critique.

The principal objective of this study is to
identify and compare the major components of
critical realism represented in the two selected
novels and to explain how these components
function within their respective Kurdish and
Persian historical contexts. The comparison is
based primarily on the American School of
comparative literature because no direct
relationship of influence, transmission, or
literary borrowing can be established between
the two authors, while significant similarities
can nevertheless be observed in their
treatment of historical struggle, political
domination, social suffering, and popular
resistance (2, 3). From this perspective, the
study treats thematic and structural
resemblance as a legitimate basis for
comparison and focuses on the literary
representation of historically situated social
realities. The research therefore addresses
two central questions: how the major
components of critical realism are manifested
in Three Steps to the Gallows and The Brave
Men of Tangestan, and what similarities and
differences can be identified in the
representation of social and political realities
within the Kurdish and Persian narrative
traditions. The significance of the study
derives from the shared but historically distinct
experiences of Kurdish and Persian-speaking
communities, particularly experiences of
imperial intervention, armed conflict, coercive

state policies, forced migration, and collective
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resistance. In  both novels, literary
representation does not remain confined to the
narration of events but becomes a means of
examining the structures of power that
produce suffering and resistance. This
approach is consistent with critical realism’s
emphasis on the social determination of
individual experience and its interest in the
tensions between personal aspirations and the
historical constraints imposed by society (4, 9).
The study also contributes to comparative
Kurdish-Persian literary  scholarship by
bringing two historically oriented narratives
into a shared analytical framework and by
demonstrating that literature can function
simultaneously as historical memory, social
documentation, and critical interpretation.

Methodologically, the study employs a
descriptive-analytical and comparative
approach. The primary materials consist of the
two novels under investigation, while the
theoretical framework is drawn from
scholarship on comparative literature, realism,
critical realism, colonialism, political violence,
and the historical contexts represented in the
texts. The analysis proceeds through close
reading and thematic classification of narrative
episodes that correspond to major
components of critical realism. The principal
categories identified include forced migration
and exile, criticism of oppression and war,
criticism of colonial structures, warmongering
and the commercial view of colonized peoples,
deprivation produced by imperial interests,

and social injustice. These categories were

selected because they recur across the two
texts and because they reveal the interaction
between individual suffering and structural
forces. Three Steps to the Gallows, centered
on the final moments and retrospective
memories of Sheikh Said Piran, provides a
narrative in which historical violence, ethnic
repression, displacement, war, and failed
political promises are repeatedly filtered
through personal memory and symbolic
imagery (12). The Brave Men of Tangestan, by
contrast, reconstructs the anti-colonial
resistance of southern Iranian communities
against British intervention and places
particular emphasis on occupation, military
coercion, political domination, local resistance,
and the defense of national sovereignty (11, 15,
16). Historical and political scholarship
concerning Iran’s political structures and anti-
colonial  struggles also informs the
interpretation of these narrative contexts (14,
15). Rather than treating the novels solely as
historical sources, however, the study
examines how historical realities are
aesthetically organized into narrative forms
that expose the mechanisms of domination
and give literary shape to collective suffering
and resistance.

The findings indicate that forced migration and
exile constitute one of the clearest
manifestations of critical realism in Three
Steps to the Gallows. The novel repeatedly
presents displacement not as an accidental or
purely personal event but as the consequence

of warfare, ethnic conflict, militarized power,
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and state policies. The Armenian character
Sargis, for example, describes how civilians
are crushed between competing armies, their
homes are looted, and their families are
repeatedly displaced, thereby transforming
migration into a collective and recurring
historical condition (12). This representation
reflects the critical realist tendency to connect
individual suffering with deeper structural
conditions and to expose the mechanisms that
render violence systemic rather than
exceptional. The same tendency appears in
descriptions of abandoned villages, burned
settlements, murdered civilians, and displaced
women and children, all of which transform
historical catastrophe into a critique of political
and military domination (12). In The Brave Men
of Tangestan, forced migration is not
represented with the same narrative centrality;
instead, the principal focus falls on colonial
occupation, political intervention, and armed
resistance. British military presence in
Bushehr is depicted as a direct assault on
political sovereignty and social order, including
the seizure of governmental institutions, the
restriction of local authority, and the removal
or exile of anti-colonial figures (11). Thus, while
both novels expose the destructive
consequences of domination, the Kurdish
novel foregrounds displacement and ethnic
vulnerability, whereas the Persian novel
emphasizes occupation, political control, and
resistance to foreign intervention. This
difference demonstrates how critical realism

adapts itself  to distinct historical

circumstances while preserving a shared
concern with the social consequences of
unequal power relations.

A second major finding concerns the
representation of oppression, war, colonial
structures, and social injustice. In Three Steps
to the Gallows, criticism of oppression is
expressed through depictions of taxation,
economic hardship, coercive policies, military
violence, and the devastation caused by war.
The novel describes a social order in which
ordinary people are subjected to excessive
taxation, forced settlement, confiscation of
property, hunger, insecurity, and the
disintegration of rural life, demonstrating how
political  authority penetrates everyday

existence and transforms economic
vulnerability into social suffering (12). The
novel also constructs a powerful critique of
colonial and imperial politics through the
symbolic contrast between the Treaty of
Sevres and the Treaty of Lausanne, especially
through the metaphor of the “Sévres vase,”
which represents promises of political
recognition that are shaped, manipulated, and
ultimately broken by external powers (12). In
The Brave Men of Tangestan, the critique of
colonialism is more directly connected to
British military intervention, control of trade,
economic pressure, food shortages, and the
disruption of local governance (11, 16). The
colonial presence is therefore represented not
only as a military phenomenon but also as an
economic and administrative system that

restricts local autonomy and prioritizes
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imperial interests over the welfare of the
population. The novel’s account of Tangestani
resistance further emphasizes guerrilla
warfare, local knowledge, and popular
mobilization as responses to colonial
domination (15). This anti-colonial orientation
is also compatible with broader analyses of
violence, power, and resistance in colonial and
postcolonial contexts (13). Across both novels,
social injustice is  represented as
multidimensional: it includes poverty, political
exclusion, coercion, economic exploitation,
military aggression, and the denial of collective
self-determination. In this sense, both works
exemplify the defining critical realist tendency
to move from the description of suffering
toward the exposure of the structural
mechanisms responsible for producing it.

In conclusion, the comparative analysis
demonstrates that Three Steps to the Gallows
and The Brave Men of Tangestan share a
strong critical realist orientation despite
differences in language, geography, historical
setting, and narrative strategy. Both novels
transform historically grounded events into
literary critigues of domination and portray
ordinary individuals as subjects drawn into
resistance by conditions beyond their control.
Their protagonists do not initially appear as
predetermined heroes; rather, they become
historical actors through confrontation with
colonialism, political oppression, war, social
injustice, and the disruption of everyday life.
Forced migration, exile, structural deprivation,

military aggression, economic exploitation,

and resistance emerge as interconnected
dimensions of a broader social reality in which
individual destinies are shaped by collective
historical forces. The Kurdish novel places
greater emphasis on displacement, ethnic
vulnerability, fractured political promises, and
the psychological experience of historical
violence, whereas the Persian novel
foregrounds anti-colonial struggle, occupation,
national sovereignty, and organized local
resistance. Despite these differences, both
works reveal how critical realism can transform
historical memory into social critique by
exposing the underlying structures that
generate suffering and inequality. Their
comparative study also shows that Kurdish
and Persian contemporary literature possess
significant common ground in the literary
representation of war, injustice, resistance,
and collective identity. By placing these two
novels within the framework of comparative
literature, the study highlights the capacity of
literary texts to bridge distinct historical
experiences and to provide a deeper
understanding of how communities remember
domination, construct resistance, and
reinterpret patriotism, identity, and collective

struggle through narrative.

References

1. Mohseni Nia N. Comparative Literature: Its
Position and Necessities. Journal of the Iranian
Association of Arabic Language and Literature.
2010(14):81-102.

2. Pirani M. An Introduction to Comparative
Literature: Shahid Beheshti University Press;
2021.



VP8 Jbo (i 0o cvomis 0399 ¢ gw s DLadl 9 Ol ) duomis™ 4yl

3. Anoushiravani A. The Necessity of
Comparative Literature in Iran. Comparative
Literature Journal of the Academy. 2010(1):6-
38.

4. Sachkov B. History of Realism. 1st ed.
Faramarzi MT, editor: Lahita Publishing; 2009.

5. Seyed Hosseini R. Literary Schools. 1st ed.
Tehran: Zaman Publishing; 1986.

6. Zeraffa M. Sociology of the Novel. Parvini N,
editor. Tehran: Sokhan; 2007.

7. Zhukov YM. Encyclopedia of Literary
Criticism. Moscow: Sovetskaya Entsiklopediya;
1978.

8. Mirsadeghi J. Fiction Literature. Tehran:
Mahour Publishing; 1998.

9. Selden R, Widdowson P. A Reader's Guide
to Contemporary Literary Theory. 2nd ed.
Mokhber A, editor. Tehran: Tarh-e No
Publishing; 1998.

10. Karimi Motahhari J, Akbarzadeh N.
The Reflection of Russian Critical Realism in
Contemporary Persian Literature: A Case Study
of The Litigation Lawyers by Mirza Fath-Ali
Akhundzadeh. Persian Literary Journal.
1953(1):59-71.

11. Roknzadeh Adamiyat MH. The
Brave Men of Tangestan: Egbal Publishing;
1984,

12. Doost J. Three Steps to the Gallows.
Osmanian J, editor. Sanandaj: Madyar; 2020.
13. Arendt H. On Violence. Fouladvand
E, editor. Tehran: Kharazmi; 1980.

14. Abrahamian E. Iran Between Two

Revolutions. Golmohammadi A, Fattahi ME,
editors. Tehran: Ney Publishing; 1998.

15. Mousavinejad SA. The Era of Rais
Ali Delvari in History: The Struggles of the
Iranian People against Colonialism.
Proceedings of the Congress Commemorating
the Eightieth Anniversary of the Martyrdom of
Rais Ali Delvari. Bushehr: Alavi Printing House;
1994.

16. Sheikh Nouri MA. The Anti-Colonial
Movement of Southern Iran. Tehran: Research
Institute for Islamic Culture and Thought
Publishing Organization; 2018.



