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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the social capital approach, social relationships and interactions are considered a
form of capital, alongside other types such as physical, financial, human, cultural,
and symbolic capital. One of the key theories of social capital is that of Robert
Putnam, which offers a comprehensive and systematic interpretation of social
interactions. According to this theory, social capital is examined through three main
components: social trust, social participation, and social norm—each comprising
several subcomponents.

Ahmad Mahmoud, as evidenced by his body of work, is one of the most
prominent contemporary Iranian novelists. His novel Hamsayeh-ha (The
Neighbors), by reflecting the conditions of Iranian society during the years 1944—
1952 (1323-1331 SH), focusing particularly on the events preceding the
nationalization of the oil industry, and portraying the events of that historical period,
provides a fertile ground for sociological critique.

This novel depicts the uprising and protests of the working class and proletariat
against class-based system and poverty, thus positioning Mahmoud as a
quintessential representative of social realism. Indeed, as an observer of the lives of
society’s downtrodden, Mahmoud depicts the harsh social realities and expresses his
critical perspective.

Accordingly, this novel provides an appropriate setting for analyzing the state of
social capital in that era and portrays the state of social capital as being rooted in the
political and social issue, urban problems of Ahvaz in the 1920s and 1930s, the
nationalization movement of the oil industry, and the formation and activities of
political parties.

Methodology

The methodology of this study is descriptive-analytical. It involves a close
examination of Hamsdyeh-ha through library-based tools and, where necessary,
digital software. To determine the frequency of themes and concepts, the study also
necessarily employed appropriate statistical methods.

Discussion

All three types of trust—whether basic, interpersonal, or abstract—are largely absent
in Hamsdyeh-ha, and a pervasive sense of distrust dominates the whole story and its
characters.
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In contrast, the component of mutual aid is clearly present throughout the novel,
with numerous examples. The greatest number of instances can be found among the
lower classes, particularly the neighbors living near the house where Khaled and his
family live. The protagonist himself is one of the people who do many acts of
kindness and cooperation.

The component of collaboration is also present in the novel, often centered around
political matters—especially the nationalization of the oil industry that people from
across southern Iran, especially those in Ahvaz—workers, shopkeepers, clerks,
students, men and women, young and old—are depicted as uniting and rising up in
support of it.

Social support, like mutual aid—which is closely related to that—is also present
in Hamsayeh-ha with many examples, mostly occurring among neighbors. Khaled
and his mother, despite the difficulties they face in the absence of the father, provide
more social support to their neighbors than others. Another form of social support
reflected in the novel is the support that the Tudeh Party leaders give to factory
workers. Due to the author's Marxist and left-leaning political orientation and his
membership in the Tudeh Party, the social influence and effectiveness portrayed in
the novel is largely limited to this party and its leaders and members. The author
deliberately emphasizes their role and impact on society and especially on workers
and the lower classes. Social mediation also plays a notable role in the house where
the neighbors live, especially because of occasional disputes among them.

Conclusion

Social capital, as a conceptual framework, reflects the characteristics as well as the
quantity and quality of social relationships within a society. Accordingly, an
examination of the portrayal of social capital in Hamsayeh-hd reveals both
quantitative and qualitative aspects of social actions and relationships in Iranian
society during the 1940s and the early 1950s.

Our findings indicate that, in the novel, the events leading up to the
nationalization of the oil industry, the central role of the people in those events, and
the formation and activities of various political parties—including the Tudeh Party—
are among the most significant factors contributing to the development of social
capital.

In contrast, the British occupation of Khuzestan, the gradual elimination of the
authority of the parliament, cabinet, national leaders, and political parties by
Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, as well as the inefficiency of the state across various



New Literary Studies, Vol 58, No. 1, Spring 2025 146

institutions and levels, are identified as the primary forces behind the erosion of
social capital and the emergence of anti-social capital components.

The most frequent subcomponent of social capital in the novel is collaboration,
with 43 instances (26.06% of total occurrences), while the most frequent anti-social
capital subcomponent is abstract distrust, with 35 instances (21.21%).

In Hamsayeh-ha, collaboration is primarily reflected in the collective actions of
various social groups in Khuzestan—especially in Ahvaz—toward the
nationalization of the oil industry. In all major social movements and
transformations, it is ultimately the people who play the decisive role. Likewise,
during the early 1950s oil nationalization movement in Iran, ordinary citizens were
active agents and played a significant role in its success.

The subcomponent of mutual aid is also represented in the novel, reflecting the
prevalence of altruism and humanity within Iranian society, even under difficult
economic and social conditions.

The subcomponents of social support, sense of efficacy, and mediation also
appear in novel, each to varying degrees. Their presence reflects the existence of
constructive social interactions and strong moral and human values in the Iranian
social context.

By contrast, the trust subcomponents are absent in the novel, indicating a
widespread atmosphere of distrust, which is rooted in the political, social, and
economic conditions of the time. Among them, abstract distrust—which is the most
frequently observed anti-social capital factor in the novel—is linked to the
inefficiency and corruption of the government and its institutions (including law
enforcement, healthcare, employment, and others), as well as the political repression
that characterized that era.
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