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The novel Fear and Trembling (1968) by Gholamhossein Sa’edi is a
Philosophical-psychological work written during the rise of modernism in Iran.
Signs of Modernism can be observed in this novel. It was written to portray the
psychological, social, and economic conditions of Iran’s underprivileged
regions, and its central theme is the position of the marginalized human being
in the modern world. According to Sa’edi, scientific, economic, and hygienic
poverty led to fear and anxiety among the lower classes in Iran’s deprived areas.
Fear causes people to become frightened of imaginary beings, and society, out
of fear of poverty and hunger, falls into cultural death. The aim of this paper is
to philosophically explain the causes and consequences of fear of poverty and
hunger from Sa’edi’s perspective in this novel. Alongside this, the function of
certain signs of Modernism is also analyzed. The research method is analytical-
descriptive, occasionally incorporating interpretative criteria. The findings
reveal that poverty, helplessness in fulfilling instinctive needs, and fear of
hunger and death lead to a state that can be interpreted as alienation. In this
novel, fear is portrayed as a psychological state rather than a philosophical
concept. Some characters die from fear, while those who survive turn into
puppet-like figures suitable only for satirical stories. Thus, the novel features
characters whose social experience is at the level of the dawn of creation, and
their ignorance is laughable.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Within the framework of modernist literature, fear can be understood as a reaction to the rapid
social, cultural, and technological changes of the early twentieth century. In modernist works, fear
often manifests as anxiety, alienation, and a sense of despair. Modernist writers explored these
fears through themes such as disgust with society, the collapse of traditional values, and the impact
of industrialization on individual identity. This is because a literary work is connected, on one
hand, to philosophical and intellectual theories and atmospheres, and on the other, to the feelings
and aspirations of the people within its context. Therefore, in literary works, abstract concepts are
embodied as concrete dramatic situations. The main focus of this paper is to examine how this
connection is represented in one of the most well-known Persian novels — Fear and Trembling
(Tars o Larz) by Gholam-Hossein Sa’edi — since this novel reflects signs of both the causes and
consequences of modernism, including the world wars, the Russian communist revolution, various
philosophical ideas, and the emphasis on the mind and psyche.

The modern novel was influenced by science and philosophy, and modernist writers focused
on psychology and individual consciousness. One of the main characteristics of the modern novel
IS its attention to the tensions among the inner forces of human beings, and another is its distinctive
approach to imagination. In a person’s understanding of the world, reality is something that is
created. Inner reality is the only form accepted by the modernist artist. Modernism seeks to liberate
human beings from the constraints of fear. The exploration of fear within human existence, as
represented in narrative literature, is one of the outcomes of this way of thinking. The primary aim
of this study is to explain how contemporary Persian narrative literature has been influenced by
European narrative traditions. Alongside this, another goal is to define the place of the human
being — both as a universal human and as one who lives within the geographical and cultural
context of Iran.

Methodology

The method of this research is descriptive-analytic. The purpose of the descriptive aspect is to
examine the language and content of the novel, as well as the characters’ states, at a linguistic level
where each word denotes its direct meaning. The analytical aspect aims to explore how the
elements of the novel influence the transformation of meanings in words and sentences.

Discussion

The novel Tars-o-Larz (Fear and Trembling) consists of six stories, all of which revolve around a
single central theme: poverty and its psychological effects on society. The first consequence of
poverty is fear. Fear causes the loss of one’s authentic human essence, reducing a person to mere
instinctual needs, and eventually transforming the individual into a kind of “puppet.” It is highly
probable that Sa’edi derived the title of this novel from Seren Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling.
Fear has been categorized into different types, and the kind presented in this novel is Anticipatory
anxiety — a form in which the afflicted individual senses the source of fear within themselves and
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perceives it as an insoluble inner conflict. According to Kierkegaard, the greatest choice a human
being can make is the choice of faith. For him, faith is accompanied by both fear and hope and is
intrinsically linked to the anxiety that arises from confronting the uncertain and the unknown.
Anxiety, in its philosophical sense, is closely related to existentialism. In existentialism, a person’s
essence is defined by their choices. As long as an individual possesses the dynamism necessary
for self-understanding, they must continually seek new choices. In this way, their essence is
constantly being renewed.

In this novel, the human being, as an individual, does not truly exist; rather, it is the Marxist
essence — that is, being — that takes form. The human is portrayed as a powerless creature, shaped
entirely by their own needs. They fail in their actions, and only society can grant will and agency
to this powerless being. Without society, the human is doomed to perish. This novel is written to
reveal the absence of science and philosophy in human life. Thus, poverty and superstition are
depicted as a kind of distance or gap within existence.

In this novel, language functions as an imaginative apparatus that fulfills two simultaneous
roles: imagery and interpretation. The purpose of imagery is for language to describe things that
can be perceived and made concrete. Interpretation, on the other hand, refers the reader to historical
events and contexts. In many instances, language conveys meaning through signs and symbols. In
this function, the story unfolds: dramatic situations and incidents are narrated, characters are
constructed, and the elements of the narrative take shape to form the whole. In this novel, language
embodies fear through sound, shadow, and a deformed human figure. The sound is perceived in
two ways — both rational (possible) and irrational (impossible). The shadow appears to the
character in a hallucinatory, fear-laden form, then vanishes, only to reappear as a deformed human
being. Not only does the character who witnesses it become terrified and die from fear, but the
entire village also lives in fear of it. Such symbolism has numerous precedents in both European
and Persian narrative literature, and Sa’edi, owing to his expertise in psychiatry, was well
acquainted with the psychological dimensions of such conditions.

Conclusion

Sa’edi chose for his novel the title of Kierkegaard’s philosophical work, Fear and Trembling. One
of the central themes in Kierkegaard’s work is the anxiety that arises from the choice of faith. In
Sa’edi’s novel, however, poverty causes human beings to become alienated from any form of
choice. Out of fear of hunger, a person is reduced to a mere puppet. The fear depicted in this novel
is connected to philosophy in that the absence of a philosophical worldview in social life leads to
human helplessness in the face of hardship. This helplessness manifests itself as a form of fear,
whose cause is hunger and whose inevitable outcome is death.
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