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Abstract
This study was conducted to examine the role and influence of peer groups in the emergence of social corruption

and deviant behaviors in the novel The Neighbors by Ahmad Mahmoud. The primary focus is an exploration of
how densely populated urban environments and structural poverty transform peer groups into the principal agents
of socialization and thereby create the conditions for moral deviance. The research was carried out using a
descriptive-analytical method within the framework of the sociological criticism of literature. The findings
demonstrate that, in Ahmad Mahmoud’s works, delinquency is represented as an acquired phenomenon learned
gradually through direct interaction with peer networks. In environments where the family institution has lost its
supportive function due to poverty and illness, peers guide adolescents toward forms of corruption such as theft,
gambling, and sexual deviance by providing both techniques of delinquency and cognitive justifications for such
acts. The analysis of contrasting characters such as “Hasani” and “Ebrahim” demonstrates that the quality of
group affiliations, even under identical economic conditions, determines an individual’s moral trajectory. The
results further indicate that Ahmad Mahmoud, from a naturalistic perspective, portrays peers both as agents of
decline within the context of delinquency and as agents of awakening within the context of political activism. In
this novel, Mahmoud’s literature functions as a form of cultural criminology, illustrating that the reform of
deviant behaviors is impossible without transforming broader social structures and strengthening familial
protective mechanisms.

Keywords: Ahmad Mahmoud, The Neighbors, peer groups, social corruption, differential association, sociology
of literature.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study examines the role of

environmental conditions and peer-group
influence in the emergence of juvenile
delinquent behaviors in Ahmad Mahmoud’s
novel Neighbors. As one of the major works of
Persian social realism, Neighbors represents
the urban lower classes not merely as a
narrative background, but as a dense social
field in which poverty, illness, unemployment,
weak family supervision, limited education,
and peer interaction shape the moral and
behavioral trajectories of adolescents. The
central problem of this study is that
delinquency in the novel is not portrayed as an
innate tendency or individual moral defect, but
as a socially learned and environmentally
conditioned process. Mahmoud’s fictional
world is marked by crowded neighborhoods,

fragile families, economic deprivation, and the
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absence of effective social institutions; within
this world, children and adolescents gradually
learn deviant practices through daily contact
with peers. This perspective is consistent with
sociological and criminological theories that
regard deviance as a product of social
relations, group norms, and structural
pressures rather than biological inheritance or
isolated personal pathology (1, 2, 12). The
study therefore reads Neighbors as a literary
representation of social learning, in which the
alley, the shared courtyard, the coffeehouse,
and the impoverished family become
interconnected spaces of socialization and
behavioral formation.
The research adopts a descriptive-analytical
method within the framework of sociological
literary criticism. The analysis focuses on

adolescent characters such as Khaled,
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Ebrahim, Hasani, Khaleq, and Chiniog, and
examines how their behavioral tendencies are
shaped by family conditions, economic
hardship, peer networks, and neighborhood
culture. The theoretical foundation of the study
is primarily based on differential association
theory, according to which criminal behavior is
learned through intimate interaction with
others, especially when definitions favorable to
law violation outweigh definitions unfavorable
to it (1). This framework is complemented by
social learning theory, which emphasizes
reinforcement, imitation, and normative
definitions in the reproduction of deviant
behavior (12). The study also draws on
structural explanations of  deviance,
particularly the relationship between poverty,
blocked opportunities, and abnormal behavior,
because the adolescents in the novel live in a
social environment where legitimate paths to
education, work, dignity, and social mobility
are severely restricted (11, 13, 14). In this
regard, Mahmoud’s novel is treated as a
cultural and literary site where criminological
processes are narratively dramatized.

The findings indicate that peer groups in
Neighbors function as a powerful mechanism
for transmitting deviant behaviors. Khaled’s
interaction with Ebrahim, Hasani, Khaleq,
Chinioq, and other boys begins with ordinary
childhood games and collective leisure
activities, but gradually extends to theft from
gardens, gambling tendencies, voyeuristic
behavior, stone throwing, and other forms of

mischief and delinquency. These behaviors

are not presented as sudden or exceptional
acts; rather, they emerge through repeated
participation in peer-based activities and
through the normalization of deviance within
the group. This pattern corresponds to the idea
that delinquency is learned in close social
relations and that peers can provide both the
techniqgues of delinquency and the
justifications that make such behavior
acceptable to the adolescent mind (1, 10). The
novel also shows that peer influence is not
merely ideological or verbal; it is practical,
embodied, and situational. Adolescents learn
what to do, how to do it, and how to interpret it
through shared action. Thus, the peer group
becomes a substitute institution  of
socialization in a setting where the family,
school, and formal moral structures are
weakened or absent.

Another major finding concerns the decisive
role of the family environment in either
restraining or accelerating deviant tendencies.
The contrast between Hasani and Ebrahim is
particularly significant because both brothers
are born into the same impoverished family,
experience the same maternal illness, and live
under the same economic constraints, yet they
move in different moral directions. Hasani
remains obedient, emotionally attached to the
family, and relatively protected from deeper
deviance, while Ebrahim gradually moves
toward theft, gambling, and illicit sexual
behavior. This contrast shows that poverty is a
fundamental condition, but it does not

mechanically produce identical outcomes.
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Rather, the quality of emotional bonds, family
supervision, peer affiliation, and individual
response to deprivation determines the
adolescent’s behavioral path. The illness and
later death of the mother weaken the family’s
protective  function, while the father’s
economic hardship and limited capacity for
supervision leave the children exposed to the
street and peer culture. This reflects
sociological arguments that poverty, weak
family control, emotional neglect, and social
disorganization create favorable conditions for
adolescent deviance (16-18). Mahmoud’s
narrative therefore presents the family not as
an isolated moral unit, but as an institution
deeply affected by class position, illness, labor
pressure, and environmental instability.

The study also finds that Khaled’s trajectory
differs from that of other adolescent characters
because his family, despite poverty and
internal limitations, preserves certain moral,
emotional, and religious bonds that partially
protect him from complete moral collapse.
Khaled is exposed to the same neighborhood
conditions and experiences sexual temptation,
emotional confusion, and peer pressure;
however, his attachment to his mother, his
sense of shame before Aman Aga, and his
later experience of sincere love for Siyeh-
Cheshm create internal restraints that
gradually distance him from his relationship
with Bolour Khanom. At the same time, the
novel does not idealize Khaled’s family. His
father’s religiosity is mixed with superstition,

economic passivity, and dependence on

ineffective spiritual practices, while certain
religious figures are represented as
superficial, self-interested, and socially
unproductive.  This  complexity  allows
Mahmoud to distinguish between ethical
attachment and mere ritual religiosity. The
novel's representation of Khaled’s growth is
therefore both social and psychological: he is
shaped by poverty and environment, but he is
also affected by emotional bonds, shame,
love, and later political awakening. In this
sense, Mahmoud’s fiction confirms that peer
groups may function in two opposite ways:
they may encourage decline when embedded
in delinquent subcultures, but they may also
contribute to awakening when connected to
political awareness and collective
responsibility (3, 4, 7, 8, 15).

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that
Neighbors offers a layered literary account of
juvenile delinquency as an acquired,
relational, and environmentally conditioned
phenomenon. Ahmad Mahmoud does not
portray delinquent adolescents as naturally
corrupt; instead, he reveals how poverty,
illness, weak parental supervision, blocked
educational  opportunities,  neighborhood
density, and peer-group interaction produce
conditions in which deviant behaviors become
learnable, repeatable, and socially meaningful.
The novel shows that the same deprived
environment may generate different outcomes
depending on the quality of family bonds, peer
affiliations, emotional attachments, and

available models of conduct. Hasani, Ebrahim,
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Khaleq, Chiniog, and Khaled each embody a
different response to social deprivation, and
their differences make the novel a powerful
narrative study of socialization under pressure.
Ultimately, Mahmoud’s work functions as a
form of cultural criminology: it discloses the
hidden social mechanisms behind theft,
gambling, sexual deviance, and moral
instability, while also suggesting that reforming
adolescent behavior is impossible without
transforming the broader structures of poverty,
exclusion, family vulnerability, and social

neglect.
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