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The Reflection of the Dominant and Subordinate Concepts in Kelidar Based on
Thematic Criticism
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Abstract

The novel Kelidar by Mahmoud Dowlatabadi is one of the most prominent works of contemporary Persian literature, offering a profound
depiction of Iranian society and its transformations through powerful language and an expansive narrative. This novel not only recounts
an epic and captivating story but also critically examines the social and cultural systems of society. One of its central themes is the critique
of the class system and its impact on individuals' lives and human relationships. The class system, as one of the most significant social
structures, plays a decisive role in shaping human destinies, particularly in traditional and transitional societies. This system, based on the
division of society into various economic, social, and cultural classes, often leads to inequality, conflict, and discrimination. Thematic
criticism of the class system—that is, the examination and condemnation of this unjust structure and its negative consequences—holds a
special place in literature, particularly in novels. The purpose of this article is to reflect on the concept of the class system in Kelidar from
the perspective of thematic criticism. Drawing on theories of literary sociology, particularly the perspectives of Marx, Bourdieu, and other
contemporary theorists, this study seeks to examine the various dimensions and confrontations between the dominant and subordinate
classes in the work. Social classes differ not only in access to wealth but also in access to culture, education, and lifestyle, and these
differences facilitate the reproduction of inequalities. Literature, as an approach, critiques the class system, condemns unjust social
structures, and challenges them from the perspective of social justice. The research method in this article is analytical-interpretive,
emphasizing the analysis of the primary text of the novel and its connection to social theories.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The novel Kelidar by Mahmoud Dowlatabadi

stands as a monumental work in contemporary
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Persian literature, offering a profound

exploration of Iranian society through the lens
of class struggle and social injustice. Set
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against the backdrop of rural and urban Iran,
the novel vividly depicts the lives of the
oppressed and the oppressors, weaving a
narrative that critiques the entrenched class
system. Dowlatabadi’'s masterpiece is not
merely a story but a socio-political
commentary, reflecting the harsh realities of a
society divided by economic and cultural
disparities. The novel's protagonist,
Golmohammad, emerges as a symbol of
resistance against the exploitative feudal and
emerging bourgeois classes, embodying the
struggles of the subaltern. Through its intricate
detailed

settings, Kelidar exposes the mechanisms of

characterizations and

power and oppression, drawing on Marxist
theories to highlight the inherent conflicts
between landowners and peasants (4). The
novel’'s thematic depth is further enriched by
its portrayal of the interplay between tradition
and modernity, as the characters navigate a
world in transition, where old feudal structures
clash with the encroaching forces of
capitalism. Dowlatabadi’s narrative technique,
combining realism with poetic language,
elevates the novel beyond a mere social
critique, transforming it into a timeless epic
that resonates with universal themes of justice
and human dignity.

The class system in Kelidaris meticulously
dissected, revealing the stark divisions
between the dominant and subordinate
classes. The feudal lords, represented by
figures like Alajaghi, wield economic and
political power, exploiting the labor of peasants

and shepherds to maintain their privileged
status. These characters epitomize the
bourgeois class, which, as Marx argues,
thrives on the exploitation of the proletariat (4).
In contrast, the subaltern classes—comprising
peasants, shepherds, and rural workers—are
depicted as victims of systemic oppression,
their lives marked by poverty, deprivation, and
relentless toil. Dowlatabadi’s portrayal of these
characters is not monolithic; instead, he
presents a spectrum of responses to
oppression, ranging from passive submission
to active rebellion. For instance,
Golmohammad’s  transformation from a
humble shepherd to a defiant rebel
underscores the potential for class
consciousness and resistance. The novel also
delves into the cultural dimensions of class
inequality, as Bourdieu’s theory of cultural
capital elucidates how access to education
and cultural resources perpetuates social
hierarchies (5). Through its nuanced depiction
of class dynamics, Kelidar challenges the
reader to confront the enduring legacies of
inequality and the cyclical nature of oppression
in societies undergoing rapid change.

The rural-urban dichotomy in Kelidar serves
as a microcosm of broader societal tensions,
illustrating the interdependence and conflicts
between different social spheres. The novel’s
setting oscillates between the pastoral
landscapes of the countryside and the
oppressive urban centers, each representing
distinct facets of the class struggle. The rural

environment, with its close-knit communities
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and agrarian economy, becomes a site of
resistance against the encroaching forces of
urbanization and capitalist exploitation.
Conversely, the city symbolizes the seat of
power, where feudal lords and bourgeois elites
consolidate their dominance through alliances
with state authorities. Dowlatabadi’s depiction
of this dichotomy aligns with Lukacs’s theory
of the novel as a reflection of societal
structures, where the narrative mirrors the
contradictions and conflicts of the historical
moment (14). The characters’ movements
between these spaces—such as
Golmohammad'’s forays into the city—highlight
the porous boundaries between rural and
urban life, as well as the pervasive influence of
class oppression across geographical divides.
The novel’'s intricate world-building thus
serves not only as a backdrop but as an active
participant in the unfolding drama of social
strife.

Dowlatabadi’'s characterizations in Kelidar are
deeply rooted in the socio-economic realities
of their time, offering a panoramic view of
Iranian society during a period of transition.
The novel's protagonists, such as
Golmohammad and Maral, embody the
aspirations and sufferings of their respective
classes, their personal fates intertwined with
broader historical forces. Golmohammad’s
rebellion, for instance, is not an isolated act of
defiance but a collective struggle against
systemic injustice, echoing Marx’s vision of
proletarian revolution (4). Similarly, Maral’s
plight as a woman from the subaltern class

underscores the intersection of gender and
class oppression, revealing the compounded
vulnerabilities faced by marginalized groups.
The antagonists, like Alajaghi and Baqoli
Bandar, are equally complex, their motivations
shaped by the imperatives of maintaining
power within a changing social order.
Dowlatabadi’s attention to dialect and regional
speech further enriches the characters,
grounding them in their cultural and historical
context. This meticulous character
construction not only enhances the novel’s
realism but also reinforces its thematic focus
on the human cost of social inequality, as each
character becomes a vessel for broader
societal critiques.

The narrative structure of Kelidaris as
expansive as its thematic concerns, spanning
ten volumes and encompassing a vast array of
subplots and secondary characters. This
sprawling format allows Dowlatabadi to
explore the multifaceted nature of class
struggle, weaving together individual stories
into a cohesive tapestry of social critique. The
novel’s episodic nature mirrors the fragmented
lives of its characters, their struggles unfolding
in fits and starts against the backdrop of a
society in flux. The use of symbolism—such as
the recurring motifs of fire, water, and wind—
adds a layer of allegorical depth, transforming
the novel into a meditation on the cyclical
nature of oppression and resistance.
Dowlatabadi’'s prose, characterized by its
lyrical intensity and regional authenticity,
immerses the reader in the world of Kelidar,
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making the novel’s social critiques all the more
palpable. The interplay between form and
content in Kelidar exemplifies the potential of
literature to not only reflect but also interrogate
societal norms, offering a space for imagining
alternatives to the status quo.

In conclusion, Kelidar is a towering
achievement in Persian literature, a work that
transcends its historical context to speak to
universal themes of justice, resistance, and
human dignity. Through its unflinching
portrayal of class struggle and its richly drawn
characters, the novel offers a searing
indictment of social inequality, while also
celebrating the resilience of the human spirit.
Dowlatabadi’s masterful storytelling and
profound socio-political insights ensure
that Kelidar remains a relevant and powerful
work, capable of inspiring reflection and
dialogue across generations. The novel’s
enduring legacy lies in its ability to bridge the
personal and the political, transforming
individual stories into a collective narrative of
hope and defiance. As both a literary
masterpiece and a social
document, Kelidar continues to resonate,
reminding readers of the transformative power

of art in the face of injustice.
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