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The Myth of the Other Society comforts itself with a 
simple, bifurcated narrative about crime: there are the 
"good" people who live in freedom, and the "bad" people 
who live behind bars. This binary allows the public to 
ignore the conditions within our prisons, resting easy in 
the belief that those incarcerated are "monsters" 
deserving of their fate. Hassan Nemazee’s memoir, 
Persia, Politics & Prison, operates as a powerful prison 
reform book precisely because it shatters this myth. 

Nemazee admits that before his own downfall, he 
subscribed to these same prejudices. As a wealthy, 
Harvard-educated elitist, he viewed the prison 
population as a dangerous "other." However, upon 
entering the federal system, he found his expectations 
subverted. He did not find a holding pen for 
irredeemable savages. Instead, he found a community of 
complex, flawed, but often deeply decent human beings. 
A significant portion of his prison reform book is 
dedicated to humanizing these men—sharing the stories 
of cellmates who were fathers, sons, artists, and 
dreamers, whose lives had been derailed by poverty, 
addiction, or a single moment of bad judgment. 

The Reality of "The Dungeon" One of the most 
harrowing sections of Nemazee’sprison reform book 
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describes his time in a Brooklyn detention center he 
refers to as "the dungeon." He writes vividly about the 
sensory assault of incarceration: the filth, the constant 
noise, the lack of natural light, and the pervasive threat 
of violence. But what struck him most was the resilience 
of the men trapped inside. 

He witnessed young men facing draconian mandatory 
minimum sentences—often decades long—for low-level 
drug offenses. He saw how the system stripped them of 
their dignity, forcing them to live in cages without 
privacy or hope. Yet, amidst this degradation, he also 
saw acts of profound kindness and solidarity. Inmates 
shared food, taught each other to read, and provided 
emotional support in an environment designed to crush 
the spirit. By chronicling these interactions, Nemazee’s 
prison reform book forces the reader to confront the 
humanity of the incarcerated. He argues that if we label 
all prisoners as monsters, we give ourselves permission 
to treat them inhumanely. But if we acknowledge them 
as human beings, we are forced to reckon with the 
morality of "the dungeon." 

Privilege and the Two-Tiered System Nemazee’s 
narrative is also a candid examination of privilege. He 
acknowledges that even as an inmate, he was part of the 
1%. He had the resources to hire the best legal defense, a 
supportive family to send him books and money, and the 
education to advocate for himself. In contrast, many of 
the men he met were processed through the system like 
cattle, represented by overworked public defenders who 
encouraged plea deals regardless of the facts. 



This prison reform book exposes the glaring disparities 
of a justice system where outcomes are often determined 
more by bank account balance than by guilt or 
innocence. Nemazee writes about the guilt he felt leaving 
his friends behind when he was eventually released. He 
argues that the true measure of a society is not how it 
treats its powerful, but how it treats its powerless. 
Persia, Politics & Prison serves as a mirror, reflecting a 
justice system that is often anything but just, and 
challenging us to extend our empathy beyond the razor 
wire. 
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