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Abstract

The novel The Neighbors by Ahmad Mahmoud is regarded as one of the most prominent examples of the social novel in
contemporary Iranian literature, offering an accurate depiction of the lives of the lower classes, workers, intellectuals, and
social actors of the 1940s and 1950s (Gregorian Calendar). With a realist approach, the novel uncovers the hidden layers of
social life and relations of power. Despite numerous studies on this novel, few investigations have been conducted based on
Pierre Guiraud’s theoretical framework of social semiotics. Guiraud considers signs not as limited to language, but as
traceable in customs, identities, rituals, behaviors, fashions, and social games (Guiraud, 1975). The purpose of this research
is to analyze the representation of cultural and social signs in The Neighbors using social semiotics and to demonstrate how
these signs contribute to the formation and continuity of social and political discourses within the text. The findings indicate
that social etiquette and politeness in the novel reflect class distinctions and relations of power; the individual and collective
identities of the characters are formed within a framework of tension between tradition and modernity; and social behaviors,
whether at the individual or collective level, reflect the nature of human beings in critical situations. Furthermore, social
codes such as clothing, language, and urban symbols carry class-based and cultural meanings. Ultimately, this study shows
that The Neighbors is not merely a literary work but a socio-discursive text embedded with a complex network of signs. The
social-semiotic analysis of this novel provides a deeper understanding of the mechanisms underlying identity, culture, and
politics in Iranian society during the historical period in question.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The novel The Neighbors by Ahmad Mahmoud

stands as a foundational social text in
contemporary Persian literature, offering a
vivid portrayal of the working class, the
oppressed, and intellectuals of mid-20th
century Iran. With a realist narrative style,
Mahmoud transcends literary boundaries to
reveal the latent dynamics of social life and
power. This study applies Pierre Guiraud’s
social semiotics to analyze the semiotic
dimensions of The Neighbors, emphasizing
that signs extend beyond language into
customs, identities, behaviors, and rituals that
shape social discourse. Semiotics, understood
as the study of signs and sign systems,
examines how meaning is generated through
interaction and representation (1). Semiotics
seeks hidden meanings and interpretive
relationships among signs, bridging perception
and communication (2). Guiraud
conceptualizes signs as entities that stimulate
associative and representational processes
within human interaction, positioning social
semiotics as a method for decoding the
cultural and symbolic codes underpinning
social practices (3). Hence, by interpreting The
Neighbors through Guiraud’s framework, this
study explores how cultural codes—ranging
from  politeness rituals and identity
expressions to clothing and language—
constitute a dynamic network of meanings that
reflect class structure, power, and cultural

identity in Iranian society.

The theoretical foundation of this research
draws from the core principles of social
semiotics, which extends semiotic inquiry
beyond linguistic structures to encompass
lived social experiences. Within this paradigm,
customs, manners, fashion, rituals, and games
are recognized as codes of communication
that articulate social belonging and distinction
(5). Guiraud’s theory identifies these social
codes as repositories of historical and cultural
capital, enabling individuals to recognize and
perform identity within social hierarchies (3).
The framework views the relationship between
signs and meaning as context-dependent,
linking semiotic behavior with social action. In
The Neighbors, gestures, speech patterns,
and bodily comportment act as signs that
express cultural norms and  moral
expectations. The social world Mahmoud
constructs is not only linguistic but
performative, where etiquette, ritual, and style
all encode relations of power. Politeness and
interpersonal behavior thus function as social
codes that indicate hierarchical boundaries
and define respect and familiarity. For
example, the modes of greeting and address
among characters reveal deeply embedded
class relations. These observations align with
Guiraud’s argument that “social behavior must
be understood semiotically” since gestures,
linguistic choices, and habits embody social
relationships and reveal the logic of social
differentiation (3).

Through detailed linguistic and narrative

analysis, the study identifies that individual
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and collective identities in The Neighbors are
constructed through the interplay of language,
ritual, and material culture. ldentity, in this
context, serves as both a marker of difference
and a means of social organization (6). The
signs that indicate belonging—such as
occupational symbols, dialects, or bodily
gestures—reflect the hierarchical
arrangement of the social order (7). Guiraud’s
semiotic framework clarifies how these signs
operate as cultural mediators between
individual consciousness and collective life (3).
In Mahmoud’s novel, characters from the
working class express solidarity through
colloquial language and shared codes of
respect, while intellectuals and elites use more
formal and abstract language that distances
them from the social base. This linguistic
stratification mirrors the sociopolitical reality of
Iran’s urban centers during the 1940s and
1950s. Language thus becomes both an
instrument of communication and a marker of
class distinction (9). Clothing, as another
social code, functions in a similar way: items
like dishdasha and chafiyeh signal regional
and cultural identities, while Western attire
represents the penetration of modernity into
traditional spaces (12). These semiotic
differences articulate a social tension between
authenticity and imitation, tradition and
modernization—an  essential duality in
Mahmoud’s social vision.

Behavioral and emotional expressions in The
Neighbors also serve as social signs that

disclose character psychology and class-

based disposition. Acts of solidarity, anger,
and protest illustrate the embodied nature of
social meaning (11). For instance, the recurring
scenes of verbal and physical confrontation
reveal a culture where communication is
mediated by dominance and fear. The study
interprets such exchanges as semiotic
performances that reproduce the power
dynamics of everyday life. Similarly, scenes of
mourning, hospitality, and ritual reflect the
intertwining  of  religion, custom, and
superstition. Religious rituals, blessings by
clerics, and acts of hospitality signify both
spiritual and social capital. Yet Mahmoud
juxtaposes these sacred gestures with
depictions of magical or superstitious
practices, such as reading Asrar-e Qasemi
and invoking supernatural powers for
economic relief. These practices, when viewed
through Guiraud’s lens, function as “magical
codes” that reflect the socio-economic
constraints of the lower classes (7). In The
Neighbors, superstition is not mere ignorance
but a cultural strategy for coping with
deprivation—a signifying system that reveals
both helplessness and resilience. In this way,
the semiotic analysis uncovers the duality of
belief systems within the narrative: one
anchored in religious morality and another in
pragmatic mysticism.

A crucial insight from the study is the
recognition of urban semiotic spaces in The
Neighbors. The city—its cafés, markets, and
prisons—acts as a semiotic environment

where public and private discourses intersect.
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Guiraud defines social codes as the
organization of human interactions within a
“‘game of life” where every actor plays a role
through costume, gesture, and language (3).
Mahmoud’s depiction of coffeehouses, for
instance, illustrates how entertainment,
conversation, and games like dominoes or
gambling encode relations of power, leisure,
and resistance. Games are not neutral
diversions but performances of social
hierarchy. Similarly, linguistic exchanges in
public settings, such as the conversation
between Khaled and government officials,
expose the mechanisms of exclusion and
corruption within bureaucratic institutions. The
study argues that Mahmoud’'s narrative
transforms these everyday scenes into
microcosms of Iranian society. Even minor
details, such as a slogan (“The Oil Industry
Must Be Nationalized”) printed on a worker’s
uniform, function as political signs that merge
the personal and collective domains of identity
(3). Rituals like mourning and passion plays
(parde-khani) serve as theatrical
representations of  communal belief,
translating religious narrative into social
performance. In this sense, Mahmoud’s realist
storytelling captures not only the visible world
but also the symbolic dimensions of lived
experience, where every gesture and
utterance participates in the construction of
collective meaning.

Overall, this analysis positions The Neighbors
as a socio-discursive text that transcends

literary form to engage with broader

ideological structures. By decoding social
codes embedded in politeness, identity,
rituals, and entertainment, the research
demonstrates how  Mahmoud’'s novel
constructs a semiotic map of mid-century
Iranian society. The findings reveal that social
interactions, linguistic variations, and symbolic
practices function as active agents in the
production of meaning. They also expose how
literature can serve as a mirror and producer
of social consciousness. The social semiotic
approach of Pierre Guiraud thus enables a
holistic reading that bridges narrative
aesthetics with cultural anthropology, showing
that The Neighbors is not merely a novel about
individuals but about the semiotic fabric of an
entire society. Through this method,
Mahmoud’s work emerges as both a chronicle
of the past and a semiotic system of its time,
where signs of power, faith, resistance, and
identity intertwine to reflect the collective

experience of a nation.

References
1. Makarik IR. Encyclopedia of Contemporary
Literary Theories. Translator: Mohajer and
Nabavi; Mehran, Mohammad ed. Tehran: Ageh;
20089.
2. Chandler D. Fundamentals of Semiotics.
Translator: Parsa, Mehdi ed. Tehran:
Contemporary Culture and Art Research
Institute; 2018.
3. Giroux P. Semiotics. Translator: Nabauvi,
Mohammad ed. Tehran: Ageh; 2019.
4. Sojoodi F. Semiotics: Theory and Practice.
Tehran: EIm; 2019.
5. Sojoodi F. Applied Semiotics. Tehran: Qeseh
Publishing; 2012.
6. Farhangi S, Bastani KM. Social Semiotic of
Amirkhani's  Bivatan.  Literary  Criticism.
2014;7(25):121-52.



VFoF Jbo (o 0lods (Paw 098 ((cw il Oledl § b)) dusmis™ 4 i3

7. Akbari B. Identity Crisis and Religious
Cognition. Journal of Peyk Noor (Humanities).
2009;6(4):219.

8. Mahmoud A. Hamsayeha. Tehran: Amirkabir;
1978.

9. Sassani F. Semantic Analysis Towards
Social Semiotics. Tehran: EIm; 2010.

10. Eagleton T. An Introduction to
Literary Theory. Translator: Mokhbar, Abbas ed.
Tehran: Markaz; 2002.

11. Sanapour H. The Founders of the
Modern Iranian Novel. Tehran: Cheshmeh;
2019.

12. Noori A. Islamic Criteria for Women's

Dress and Consumption Patterns. The Journal
of Islamic Law Research. 2002;3(3 - 4).



