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Abstract

This study, grounded in the theoretical framework of Pierre Bourdieu (habitus, field, and the four forms of capital), seeks to
analyze the novel The Curse of the Earth with the aim of understanding the actions of its characters. The efforts of the
“schoolteacher” to transform the fields of the village (educational, familial, and socio-political) represent a form of conscious
action that is enacted through his reformist habitus (Bourdieu, 1986). However, this agency is suppressed due to the
incompatibility between his habitus and the dominant structures of the prevailing fields. The research adopts a qualitative
and descriptive-analytical methodology, and the data have been collected through library sources and textual analysis of the
novel. The findings indicate that: (1) the teacher’s cultural or symbolic capital proves ineffective in the face of dominant
economic-political capital (embodied by Bibi, the steward, and Bibi’s son), resulting in structural conflict and the
marginalization of the critical character; (2) the school, as a representation of structure, reproduces inequalities through
symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1991); and (3) the family (both the narrator’s past and present) functions as a microcosm of
the same mechanism, reflected in the lack of economic and cultural capital in the past and the capital gap between the teacher
and Mahjan in the present. Consequently, the novel predominantly reflects the dominance of structure as the determining
force, although attempts at agency are also evident. Ultimately, structure prevails over individual efforts and leaves the
dialectic unresolved. The novel demonstrates that if a critical habitus is not supported by convertible capital—particularly
social-political capital—it cannot endure within asymmetrical fields and will inevitably be marginalized.

Keywords: Al-e Ahmad, Bourdieu, action, habitus, field, capital, symbolic violence.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study undertakes a sociological-

literary analysis of Jalal Al-e Ahmad’s novel
The Curse of the Earth through the theoretical
lens of Pierre Bourdieu, focusing specifically
on the dialectical relationship between
structure and agency as manifested in the
actions of the characters within multiple social
fields. Literary works, particularly modern
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narratives, are not merely aesthetic constructs
but function as reflective sites where dominant
norms, values, and power relations of society
are encoded and reproduced. Within this

analytical framework, Bourdieu’s theory of

practice  offers a robust conceptual
apparatus—comprising habitus, field, and
various forms of capital—to decode how social

actors operate within structured yet dynamic

NYQN
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contexts. The article emphasizes that human
actions cannot be understood as purely
individual choices nor as deterministic
outcomes of structural constraints; rather, they
emerge from the interplay between
internalized dispositions and external social
structures. The centrality of capital—
economic, cultural, social, and symbolic—is
highlighted as a determining factor in shaping
positions within fields and influencing the
trajectory of action. The theoretical
background also draws upon key sociological
interpretations that conceptualize social life as
a structured space of competition where
agents struggle over resources and legitimacy
(1). Furthermore, the study situates itself within
a broader intellectual tradition that views
Bourdieu’s sociology as a form of “genetic
structuralism,” wherein structures are both
structuring and structured, continuously
reproduced through practice (2). By grounding
the analysis in these theoretical premises, the
research aims to systematically interpret the
actions of the novel's characters as
expressions of their habitus operating within
asymmetrical fields.

Methodologically, the research adopts a
qualitative, descriptive-analytical approach
that relies primarily on textual analysis of the
novel alongside secondary library-based
sources. The operationalization of Bourdieu’s
theory is conducted through a structured
analytical procedure that includes identifying
the principal fields within the narrative—

namely family, school, and socio-political

domains—followed by extracting the habitus of
characters based on their speech and
behavior, and categorizing the types of capital
they possess or lack. This multi-layered
analytical framework allows for a systematic
mapping of the interactions between habitus,
field, and capital, thereby facilitating a
nuanced understanding of character actions.
The study underscores that capital is not
confined to economic resources but extends to
symbolic and relational assets that influence
power dynamics and social positioning. In this
regard, the conversion and accumulation of
different forms of capital become crucial
mechanisms through  which individuals
attempt to navigate and transform their social
environments. The concept of habitus is
particularly emphasized as a set of durable
dispositions shaped by past experiences that
guide present actions and future aspirations,
functioning as an intermediary between
objective structures and subjective practices
(6). The methodological rigor of the study lies
in its effort to move beyond abstract theoretical
exposition and apply Bourdieu’s concepts
concretely to literary analysis, thereby
demonstrating their explanatory power in
interpreting narrative structures and character
dynamics.

The findings of the study reveal that the novel
presents a complex interplay of power
relations in  which  structural forces
predominantly outweigh individual agency.
The character of the schoolteacher, who

serves as the narrator and central figure,
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embodies a reformist habitus that seeks to
challenge existing inequalities within the
village’s social fields. His actions, aimed at
transforming educational, familial, and socio-
political structures, exemplify conscious
agency; however, these efforts are
consistently undermined by the dominance of
entrenched power structures supported by
economic and political capital. The analysis
demonstrates that the teacher’s cultural and
symbolic capital, although significant, is
insufficient to counterbalance the
overwhelming influence of dominant actors
such as Bibi, the steward, and other
representatives of economic power. This
imbalance results in structural conflict and
ultimately leads to the marginalization of the
teacher’'s critical stance. The study also
highlights the role of symbolic violence as a
subtle yet pervasive mechanism through
which inequalities are reproduced, particularly
within the educational field where the school
operates as an institutional apparatus that
legitimizes  and perpetuates  existing
hierarchies. In this context, the reproduction of
inequality is not merely a consequence of
overt coercion but is embedded in everyday
practices and beliefs that are internalized by
individuals, rendering domination both
invisible and normalized.

In the familial field, both in the narrator’s past
and present, similar patterns of structural
dominance and constrained agency are
observed. The family is conceptualized as a

microcosm of broader social mechanisms,

where disparities in capital distribution shape
relationships and power dynamics. In the
narrator's past, the limited economic and
cultural capital of the family constrains
opportunities and reinforces traditional
authority structures, particularly the symbolic
power of the father. The narrator’s attempts to
resist these constraints—manifested through
his desire to leave the village and pursue
alternative paths—represent acts of agency
that challenge established norms but remain
limited in their transformative capacity due to
structural barriers. The analysis of social
capital further reveals that access to networks
and relationships plays a crucial role in
enabling or restricting agency, as individuals
with stronger social ties are better positioned
to mobilize resources and effect change (9). In
the present familial context, the relationship
between the teacher and Mahjan reflects a
continuation of these dynamics, with
disparities in capital leading to asymmetrical
power relations. The study also emphasizes
the significance of symbolic capital in
conferring legitimacy and authority, noting that
individuals who successfully accumulate and
convert various forms of capital can achieve
higher status and influence within their
respective fields (13). However, the narrative
illustrates that such accumulation is uneven
and often inaccessible to marginalized
characters, thereby reinforcing structural
inequalities.

The educational field, represented by the

school, emerges as a critical site where the
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tensions between structure and agency are
most pronounced. The teacher's efforts to
reform the school and improve educational
conditions are indicative of his commitment to
social change; vyet, these efforts are
systematically constrained by institutional
limitations and the broader socio-political
context. The school, rather than functioning as
a neutral space for knowledge dissemination,
operates as a mechanism for reproducing
social hierarchies through symbolic violence,
thereby aligning with Bourdieu’s broader
critigue of educational systems. The analysis
demonstrates that the teacher’s inability to
transform the school reflects the structural
rigidity of the field, where existing power
relations are deeply entrenched and resistant
to change. Moreover, the socio-political field of
the village further exacerbates these
challenges, as conflicts arising from land
reforms and economic transformations create
a volatile environment that undermines
individual initiatives. The narrative portrays
these conflicts through events such as
communal unrest and violence, which highlight
the broader structural forces shaping the lives
of the characters. The teacher’s eventual
withdrawal from the village signifies the limits
of individual agency in the face of
overwhelming structural constraints,
reinforcing the central thesis that the
dominance of structure ultimately prevails over
efforts at transformation.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that The

Curse of the Earth offers a compelling literary

representation of the dynamics between
structure and agency, illustrating how
individuals navigate and are constrained by
the interplay of habitus, field, and capital. The
novel reveals that while characters may
possess the capacity for conscious action and
resistance, their efforts are often curtailed by
the asymmetrical distribution of resources and
power within social fields. The teacher’s
trajectory exemplifies the challenges faced by
individuals attempting to enact change in
environments where structural inequalities are
deeply  embedded and continuously
reproduced. The analysis underscores that the
success of agency is contingent upon access
to convertible forms of capital, particularly
those that can be mobilized within dominant
fields. In the absence of such support, even
the most critical and reformist dispositions are
rendered ineffective, leading to
marginalization and withdrawal. Ultimately, the
narrative leaves the dialectic between
structure and agency unresolved, highlighting
the enduring tension between individual
aspirations and systemic constraints, and
inviting further reflection on the possibilities
and limitations of social transformation within

unequal societies.
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