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Abstract

The language of fiction has been studied as one of the most influential tools for transmitting social, historical, and cultural concepts in
literature. Fictional literature, especially in the form of satire, provides a powerful platform for expressing social criticism, and many
writers in the modern history of Iran have utilized it. In this regard, Claude Duchet’s socio-historical theory, which places special emphasis
on textual narration and the social signs embedded in the text, has been chosen as the theoretical framework of this study. According to
this theory, literary works are reflections of the social, class, political, and cultural structures of society, and analyzing them can reveal
the hidden layers of historical and social realities. In this study, using a library method and textual content analysis, two stories by
Mohammad Ali Jamalzadeh—Bileh Dig, Bileh Choghondar and Namake Gandideh—have been examined. Jamalzadeh is one of the first
authors who, with a critical and satirical perspective, depicted structures of power, corruption, discrimination, and social inequality in his
stories. The findings of the study show that these two works clearly reflect the social, political, and class conditions of Iran in their time.
Through Duchet’s theory, it is possible to analyze how social structures contribute to the emergence of crises, administrative corruption,
and cultural disorders. This research also demonstrates how fictional literature can function as a tool for raising awareness and social

criticism, creating a link between the actual structures of society and their representation in literary texts.

Keywords: Socio-historical criticism, Claude Duchet, Mohammad Ali Jamalzadeh, Bileh Dig, Bileh Choghondar, Namake Gandideh.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study explores the socio-historical

critique of the two short stories Bileh Dig, Bileh
Choghondar and Namake Gandideh by
Mohammad Ali Jamalzadeh, employing the
socio-historical theory of Claude Duchet as its
theoretical framework. Literature, particularly
satirical fiction, has historically provided a safe
yet powerful space to critique entrenched

systems of power, inequality, and corruption,
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especially in societies where direct criticism of

authority was not possible. In the context of

modern Persian literature  after the

Constitutional Revolution, Jamalzadeh
emerged as a pioneering voice who used
colloquial and humorous language to portray
complex social issues in an accessible
manner. This study situates Jamalzadeh’s
stories within their socio-historical milieu,

analyzing them through Duchet’s conceptual
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triad of “textual society,” “reference society,”
and “sociogram” to uncover how the stories
reflect and reconstruct the power dynamics,
class hierarchies, and ideological structures of
early twentieth-century Iranian society. As
Duchet asserts, literary texts are not passive
mirrors of reality but active producers of social
meaning, containing traces of the historical
and cultural contexts that shaped them (4). By
decoding the textual signs, narrative
structures, and character portrayals in these
stories, this study demonstrates how they
embed critiques of the corruption, hypocrisy,
and systemic inequalities that permeated
Iranian society during Jamalzadeh’s era.

The first part of the analysis focuses on “Bileh
Dig, Bileh Choghondar,” which narrates the
tale of a humble bath attendant who, through
sheer chance and personal connections,
ascends to the role of a governmental advisor
in lran despite lacking education or
administrative experience. This narrative
functions as an allegory of the absence of
meritocracy and the pervasive role of
patronage in post-Constitutional Iran, when
bureaucratic and political posts were often
filled through personal ties rather than
competence (10-12). Through Duchet’s notion
of “reference society,” the story reveals how
this corruption was rooted in structural
inequalities and social norms that legitimized
unqualified individuals’ rise to power. The bath
attendant’s background of poverty and his
subsequent glorification as a “modernizer”

despite his incompetence reflect a society

where cultural and educational capital are
overshadowed by spectacle and connections.
As the narrator observes, ordinary people
accept his authority without scrutinizing his
qualifications, a phenomenon Duchet would
interpret as the ideological reproduction of
power structures within narrative discourse
(2). The story also depicts deep material and
cultural poverty as twin forces sustaining these
dynamics. The lower classes are shown as
lacking not only resources but also the cultural
literacy needed to critically assess authority
figures, reinforcing Duchet’'s argument that
literature can reveal the hidden mechanisms
by which societies normalize exploitation and
inequality.

A parallel line of analysis examines how
Jamalzadeh portrays class stratification and
gender exclusion within the same story.
Through satirical depictions of different social
groups symbolized by the color of their hats—
yellow-hatted laborers, white-hatted clerics,
and black-hatted aristocrats—Jamalzadeh
illustrates a rigid hierarchy where the laboring
classes toil for the enrichment of the elite while
themselves dying in poverty (9). This aligns
with Duchet’s emphasis on literature as a site
where the structures of class conflict are both
reflected and reimagined (4). The narrator also
notes the near invisibility of women, who
appear veiled and excluded from public
spaces, embodying the gendered
marginalization entrenched in the patriarchal
order. Their erasure signals how the narrative

world mirrors the reference society’s systemic

NY.N
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silencing of women, turning them into ghostlike
figures who exist physically but are denied
cultural presence. As (13) notes, sociological
criticism seeks to foreground precisely such
hidden layers of social relations encoded in
texts. Jamalzadeh’s satirical tone accentuates
this social critique, transforming the narrator
into a witness who exposes the absurdity of a
system that rewards ignorance and
suppresses half of its population. Duchet’s
concept of the “sociogram” is particularly
relevant here, as it maps the interplay of power
between these groups, showing how narrative
relationships reproduce or subvert societal
hierarchies.

The theme of hypocrisy and dissimulation
emerges as another crucial motif in
Jamalzadeh’s portrayal of Iranian society.
Hypocrisy is represented both as an individual
survival strategy and as a structural cultural
practice, especially among the black-hatted
elites who, according to the narrator, are
bound by an oath to act solely in pursuit of
personal gain (9, 15). Duchet's framework
helps explain this as more than moral failing: it
is a behavioral adaptation shaped by socio-
economic constraints. In a stratified society,
individuals from lower classes like the bath
attendant adopt deceptive practices to gain
favor with the powerful, as when he feigns
miraculous healing abilities to attract a wealthy
client. This reflects what (16) describes as the
pervasive socialization of duplicity under
oppressive  structures. Through satire,
Jamalzadeh  denounces how systemic

corruption forces individuals to prioritize
appearances over integrity, eroding authentic
social bonds. Duchet’s notion of the “textual
society” clarifies how these personal acts of
deceit are actually symptoms of a broader
ideological order, wherein survival depends on
conforming to the expectations of dominant
classes. Thus, the story critiques not only
individual hypocrisy but also the societal
mechanisms that produce and reward it.

In the second story, “Namake Gandideh,”
Jamalzadeh shifts focus from individual
imposture to collective moral decay. The
narrative follows five old friends, each
employed in various governmental or semi-
governmental jobs, who struggle to survive
financially and attempt to reform themselves
after witnessing extreme poverty in the slums
of Masgarabad. Yet only one of them manages
minor personal improvements, while the
others relapse, rationalizing their failure. This
illustrates how entrenched corruption and
systemic dysfunction thwart individual reform,
echoing Duchet’s claim that literature reveals
the historical and social structures that shape
behavior (6). The friends’ descent into
resignation exemplifies what (17) terms the
futility of isolated individual action against
entrenched social forces. Their encounters
with abject poverty—where skeletal figures
shuffle through garbage like nameless
shadows—depict the dehumanizing effects of
structural inequality, consistent with Duchet’s
view that literature exposes the ideological
apparatus sustaining class hierarchies. The
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narrative portrays poverty as not merely
material deprivation but as producing cultural
impoverishment: the poor are stripped of
education, values, and even hope, resorting to
primal survival behaviors. As (8) notes, cultural
sociology emphasizes how everyday life and
identity are shaped by cultural industries and
access to knowledge; here, deprivation of
such access perpetuates the cycle of
destitution. Thus, the story aligns with
Duchet’s argument that poverty and cultural
decay are mutually reinforcing outcomes of
systemic exploitation.

Another salient theme in “Namake Gandideh”
is the absence of meritocracy within
bureaucratic systems. Several characters
occupy  state

positions not  through

competence but through personal
connections, bribery, and favoritism, such as
Hajji Khan, who secures his post in the grain
administration by offering gifts of grapes to
superiors to excuse his absenteeism (18). This
echoes the critique of “bureaucratic
patrimonialism” described by (19) and further
analyzed by (12), where offices are treated as
personal fiefdoms rather than institutional
responsibilities. From Duchet’s perspective,
this reflects how narratives encode and
naturalize the ideological acceptance of
corruption as routine. Even when one
character, Daneshkhah, aspires to ethical
conduct, he faces ostracism and threats to his
livelihood, illustrating how corrupt systems
punish integrity and reward complicity. This

resonates with (14) who emphasizes that

sociological criticism seeks to expose how
texts reflect the real-world pressures that
shape characters’ ethical compromises.
Through this

underscores the structural barriers to social

portrayal, Jamalzadeh
reform: as long as governance relies on
patronage rather than merit, individual virtue
cannot effect systemic change. Thus, Duchet’s
model reveals how the text critiques the
ideological reproduction of injustice within
bureaucratic and economic structures.

Throughout both stories, Jamalzadeh uses
vivid depictions of social groups to map the
stratified structure of Iranian society, from
impoverished laborers and marginalized
women to corrupt elites. The Masgarabad
slum dwellers embody the extreme lower
class, “writhing like worms” in filth, devoid of
names, identities, or aspirations (18). Middle-
class clerks such as Daneshkhah represent
the struggling lower-middle stratum,
compelled to take side jobs yet still unable to
escape financial precarity. By contrast, the
black-hatted khans symbolize an exclusive
elite fraternity, described as a secretive “divan”
whose members adopt grandiose animalistic
titles to signify their dominance (9). Duchet’s
notion of the “sociogram” clarifies how these
characters’ interactions reproduce hierarchical
power relations, while (5) reminds us that
aesthetic value cannot be divorced from the
historical dynamics that shape art. Moreover,
Jamalzadeh’s  gender  portrayal—where
women appear only as faceless figures in

black shrouds—signals their  structural
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exclusion from the public sphere. This aligns
with Duchet’'s assertion that texts carry
imprints of the social discourses of their time
(3)- By weaving these characters into satirical
yet poignant narratives, Jamalzadeh
constructs a literary microcosm of a crisis-
ridden society, thereby fulfiling what (1)
describes as literature’s role in documenting
and critiquing hidden societal realities. The
stories thus transcend mere fiction to serve as
socio-historical testimonies, exposing how
systemic inequality, cultural impoverishment,
hypocrisy, and patriarchal silencing coalesced
to stifle Iran’s early modern society.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that
Jamalzadeh’s “Bileh Dig, Bileh Choghondar”
and “Namake Gandideh” serve as incisive
critiques of the socio-political and cultural
order of their time, portraying a society
ensnared in corruption, class oppression, and
moral decay. Through the lens of Duchet’s
socio-historical theory, the stories reveal how
literature can function as both a reflection and
a reconstruction of historical realities,
embedding within their narratives the
ideological struggles, power relations, and
cultural fractures of their reference society. By
exposing the mechanisms through which
inequality and hypocrisy are normalized, these
works exemplify the critical power of fiction to
challenge dominant ideologies and awaken
social consciousness. Ultimately,
Jamalzadeh’s satirical narratives stand not
only as artistic achievements but also as

enduring socio-historical documents that

illuminate the entangled crises of their era and
underscore the transformative potential of
literature as a tool for social critique and

cultural self-reflection.
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