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A Comparative Study of the Main Characters in the Novel The Adventures of Hajji Baba of
Ispahan and The Magamat of Badi‘ al-Zaman al-Hamadhani
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Abstract

Characterization is the cornerstone of any narrative work, and understanding the characters—especially the protagonist, whether positive
or negative—is key to grasping the depth and complexity of the story. This study focuses on the main character to compare and analyze
two prominent literary works in Persian and Arabic literature from different historical periods and cultural contexts: Hajji Baba in The
Adventures of Hajji Baba of Ispahan and Abu al-Fath Iskandari in The Magamat of Badi* al-Zaman al-Hamadhani. Hajji Baba, driven by
insatiable greed and desire for power and wealth, does not refrain from committing any immoral act to achieve his goals. Abu al-Fath
Iskandari, the fluid and multifaceted protagonist of the Magamat, transgresses ethical boundaries through his rhetorical skills and offers a
subtle critique of the society of his time. The methodology of this study is descriptive-analytical with a comparative approach based on
the French School. The findings reveal that the central structure of both works revolves around the actions and behaviors of weak and
powerless characters. These figures are products of a society marked by poverty and misery, and they do not shy away from deceitful
practices (such as identity alteration, begging, trickery, hypocrisy, and lying) to survive. However, there is a significant difference: while
the Magamat of Badi‘ al-Zaman al-Hamadhani centers not only on action but also on the protagonist’s eloquence and verbal skills, the
novel The Adventures of Hajji Baba of Ispahan is primarily structured around the protagonist’s actions and behaviors.

Keywords: main character, The Adventures of Hajji Baba of Ispahan, The Magamat of Badi * al-Zaman al-Hamadhani, Hajji Baba, Abu
al-Fath Iskandari.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The centrality of the main character in any
narrative work serves as a vital structural and
interpretive axis through which readers
decode the social, political, and cultural
contexts embedded in the story. In
comparative literary studies, particularly when
conducted through the lens of the French
School of comparative literature, the analysis
of main characters reveals not just aesthetic
differences, but also societal critiques and
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ideological standpoints. This study embarks
on a comparative exploration of the principal
characters in two landmark works: Hajji Baba
in The Adventures of Hajji Baba of Ispahan
and Abu al-Fath Iskandari in The Magamat of
Badi* al-Zaman  al-Hamadhani.  Both
protagonists emerge as anti-heroic figures
whose behaviors and transformations

underscore a  collective  sociocultural
pathology: societies fractured by economic

deprivation, moral decline, and structural
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inequities. Drawing on established definitions,
the “main character” refers to the individual
around whom the plot revolves and whose
traits and decisions significantly impact the
narrative's development (1, 2). In both works,
the protagonists challenge conventional heroic
norms, instead embodying what Brombert
terms the “anti-hero,” a figure who defies moral
expectations and reveals the fractures of their
society (3). The theoretical underpinning
follows the French School’'s emphasis on
tracing historical, cultural, and literary relations
between nations (4, 5), focusing not merely on
stylistic similarity but on literary exchange,
influence, and sociocultural parallelism.

This study employs a descriptive-analytical
method using a comparative framework
informed by the French School of comparative
literature. The primary materials include the
Persian-language novel The Adventures of
Hajji Baba of Ispahan by James Morier and the
Arabic classic Magamat by Badi® al-Zaman al-
Hamadhani. Data collection was conducted
through qualitative library research, with key
narrative elements—especially
characterization, dialogue, and thematic
content—analyzed for cultural symbolism,
sociopolitical commentary, and the
construction of the anti-hero. The research
examines the main character’'s actions,
motivations, and contextual relevance,
isolating the dimensions of deception, identity
fluidity, mendacity, mendicancy, opportunism,
and survival tactics. This multi-dimensional

approach facilitates not just a comparison of

literary techniques but also an exposition of
the societal decay and existential struggles
embedded in the respective historical
moments: the Qajar era in Persia and the
Abbasid period in the Islamic world.

The results of the study underscore striking
parallels in the character arcs of Hajji Baba
and Abu al-Fath Iskandari, who both emerge
from impoverished backgrounds and traverse
a morally ambiguous landscape shaped by the
need to survive. Hajji Baba begins his life as
the son of a barber in Isfahan, navigating
numerous social roles including dervish,
merchant, doctor’s assistant, and diplomat, in
each of which he engages in fraud,
manipulation, or moral compromise. His
transformation is motivated not by ethical
evolution but by strategic self-interest. In
parallel, Abu al-Fath Iskandari operates
through a series of performative identities—
blind beggar, preacher, judge, and impostor—
using rhetorical flair and trickery to manipulate
public sentiment and secure subsistence.
These characters are not anomalies but
symptomatic products of their socio-economic
environments, where corruption, desperation,
and the erosion of public ethics serve as both
backdrop and catalyst (6). The works construct
an ethical vacuum in which survival justifies
mendacity and exploitation. As Baraheni
suggests, when social structures are
deformed, literary figures mirror these
fractures, becoming distorted themselves (7),
a view echoed by Zarrinkoub’s assertion that

literature is inseparable from the class



1FoF Jbo (o olod Paw 0998 ¢ owild Oludl g Ob) dusmis™ 4 i3

struggles and economic conditions of its time
(8).

The protagonists’ identity transformations offer
further insight into the sociopolitical critiques
embedded in these texts. In Hajji Baba’s case,
identity is fluid, and each role he assumes—
from barber's apprentice to embassy
secretary—is adopted not out of personal
development but as a calculated means of
advancement. These shifts reflect an
opportunistic mentality in a society where merit
is secondary to deceit. Abu al-Fath’s shape-
shifting, by contrast, is less about career
advancement and more about survival, an
elaborate theater of improvisation wherein he
dons multiple guises to exploit the religious
and cultural values of those around him. In “al-
Magamabh al-Isfahaniyyah,” he impersonates a
religious leader to solicit donations, in “al-
Magamah  al-Makfufiyyah,” he  feigns
blindness, and in “al-Magamah al-
Jurjaniyyah,” he capitalizes on public pity to
elicit  charity (12). The characters’
transformations also symbolize the instability
of selfhood in a world that imposes constant
moral and existential pressures. As Cuddon
notes, such characters lose a stable identity in
their descent into anti-heroism, failing to
express regret and exhibiting emotional
detachment (15).

The theme of mendicancy emerges with
particular resonance in The Magamat, where
Abu al-Fath’s repeated recourse to begging is
framed both as a survival strategy and a

satirical mirror held up to society. The narrator

Isa ibn Hisham often comments with irony and
disbelief at the audacity and effectiveness of
Abu al-Fath’s cons. From his feigned piety to
his staged blindness and even pretending to
be a father of starving children, Abu al-Fath
embodies the performative exploitation of
social compassion. In contrast, Hajji Baba
avoids direct mendicancy, instead attaching
himself to patrons and relying on stipends.
This contrast underlines their different
strategies: Abu al-Fath uses deception to
provoke public charity, while Hajji Baba seeks
systemic parasitism through patronage. As
Awad observes, Abu al-Fath’s mendicancy is
absent in only 16 of the 52 Magamat stories
(16), confirming how central this behavior is to
his character. Mendicancy in these texts is not
just a socioeconomic condition but also a
narrative device for critiquing religious
hypocrisy, governmental incompetence, and
the exploitation of sentiment. The mendicant
becomes a voice of dissent, exposing moral
failings while simultaneously capitalizing on
them.

In the domain of deceit and trickery, both
protagonists excel, though their motives and
implications diverge. Hajji Baba employs
deception with a strategic purpose, from
falsifying identities to manipulate political
opportunities, to staging situations that result
in material gain. For instance, he tricks his
employer into discarding valuable ice chests
by hiding dog remains in them (11). His
deceptions are frequently calculated and cold,

unburdened by guilt or reflection. Abu al-Fath,
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while equally deceitful, frames his trickery as
both a personal necessity and a sociocultural
critique. In “al-Magamah al-Isfahaniyyah,” he
deceives worshippers by fabricating a dream
about the Prophet and inventing a divine
prayer, thereby exposing their gullibility. Isa
ibn Hisham’s reflections underscore the
absurdity of such blind religiosity, portraying
Abu al-Fath as a performer of moral satire. His
ability to deceive even the Devil in “al-
Magamabh al-Iblisiyyah” further symbolizes his
rhetorical dominance and society’s moral
bankruptcy. These actions, while morally
guestionable, invite empathy by showcasing
the character’s ingenuity in a world devoid of
justice or fairness. Both works thus explore
how deceit becomes a necessary life skill in
corrupt societies.

Further distinguishing these characters are
their relationships to theft and social violence.
Hajji Baba commits theft multiple times, most
notably when he robs a sleeping courier and
steals a merchant’s gold. His actions are
brazen and motivated by opportunism, with
little reflection on their ethical implications (11).
By contrast, Abu al-Fath, though a master of
deception, does not engage in theft. His
methods are rhetorical rather than physical,
and he refrains from direct acts of violence.
This difference emphasizes a critical
divergence in the construction of anti-heroism:
while Hajji Baba is willing to transgress legal
and ethical boundaries for advancement, Abu
al-Fath maintains a theatrical, if duplicitous,

interface with society. Their relationship to

social mobility further distinguishes them: Hajji
Baba eventually becomes an embassy
secretary, leveraging his experiences for
political ascent, whereas Abu al-Fath remains
a wanderer, his critique embedded in
perpetual displacement. Yet both are, in the
structural sense, picaros—figures from the
picaresque tradition who live by their wits,
reject stable labor, and embody moral
ambiguity (1, 15).

In conclusion, this comparative analysis
reveals that Hajji Baba and Abu al-Fath
Iskandari, while shaped by different literary
traditions and sociopolitical contexts, share a
fundamental narrative function: to expose,
critiqgue, and subvert the moral and institutional
frameworks of their societies. Their shared
characteristics—identity transformation,
mendacity, trickery, and itinerancy—frame
them as anti-heroes, yet their differences—
Haijji Baba’s opportunistic theft versus Abu al-
Fath’s  rhetorical  mendicancy—highlight
divergent cultural paradigms regarding power,
ethics, and survival. Through their journeys,
both characters reflect the fractures and
failings of their respective worlds, offering
readers a lens through which to understand
the enduring interplay between literature,

morality, and social critique.
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