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Abstract

This study aims to analyze and compare two notable works by two major contemporary
writers from Iran and the Arab world. The main objective is to examine how cultural and
social elements—such as social classes, family relations, women's status, economic and
social inequalities, folk beliefs, and traditions—are reflected in these story collections,
and how they influence character development and plot progression. The thesis employs a
descriptive-analytical method based on a comparative literature approach, seeking to
reveal similarities and differences in themes, narrative style, language, and the treatment
of social and cultural issues. The findings show that despite the cultural, historical, and
social differences between Iran and Egypt, both authors share common concerns
regarding social justice, identity crisis, women's roles, class inequality, and the impact of
traditions on individual and social life. The results indicate that Al-e Ahmad employs a
critical, realistic prose to directly critique Iranian societal structures, while Mahfouz uses
a symbolic, multi-layered narrative to represent Egyptian social issues within an
allegorical and philosophical framework. The comparison of these two works
demonstrates that literature, as a reflection of society, can serve as a bridge between
cultures and nations, facilitating mutual understanding.
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Introduction

The present study aims to conduct a comparative investigation of the cultural and
social elements in two collections of short stories by two prominent figures of
contemporary Persian and Arabic literature, namely Zan-e Ziyadi (The Extra
Woman) by Jalal Al-e Ahmad and Futuwat al-'Atuf (The Chivalry of Tenderness)
by Naguib Mahfouz. Although these two works emerged from distinct linguistic,
historical, and geographical contexts, both address the fundamental issues of their
respective societies, employing literature as a mirror to reflect and critique social
realities. Adopting a descriptive-analytical method grounded in the approach of
comparative literature, this paper endeavors to identify the commonalities and
divergences in themes, narrative techniques, language, and the representation of
social issues. In doing so, it demonstrates how each writer utilizes narrative
possibilities to portray the condition of women, class inequality, economic
poverty, the conflict between tradition and modernity, and superstitious beliefs
within their contemporaneous societies. The statistical corpus of this research
encompasses all the stories from both collections-nine short stories in each-and

the entirety of these works has been thoroughly examined.

Comparative literature, as an interdisciplinary branch, has long sought to
uncover similarities, differences, and interconnections among cultures and literary
works. In the modern era, this discipline has transcended national boundaries,
evolving into a global and interdisciplinary field that not only examines influences
among nations but also encompasses concepts such as identity, alterity, and
cultural dialogue. The present research, relying on this approach, has selected two
works that have not yet been subjected to a comparative examination. Mahfouz's
Futuwat al-'Atuf has not been translated into Persian to date, and this study is
conducted based on the original Arabic edition. On the other hand, Al-e Ahmad's
Zan-e Ziyadi stands as one of his seminal fictional works, critiquing social
conditions, expressing cultural backwardness, condemning superstitious
traditions, and highlighting the disregard for women's social rights. Regarding the
research background, although some studies in Persian have compared certain
stories by Al-e Ahmad and Mahfouz, no direct comparative research on these two
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specific collections-whether in Persian, Arabic, or English-has been found. Thus,

this paper aims to fill this gap and offer a novel perspective on the juxtaposition of
these two major Eastern writers.

One of the most significant achievements of this research is the emphasis on
the shared concerns of both authors regarding social justice, identity crisis, and the
critique of patriarchal structures. Despite the manifest differences in their style
and approach, both writers select their characters from among ordinary people of
the middle and lower classes, depicting their suffering, contradictions, and
deprivations. Within this context, the status of women emerges as a central social
component in both collections. Al-e Ahmad portrays women in positions of
erasure, silence, and passivity; women who, within the domestic sphere of home
and family, lack not only agency and the right of choice but whose very presence
is often ignored. Numerous instances of this condition are observable in stories
such as "Zan-e Ziyadi," "Samanu-pazan" (The Samanu Cookers) in which female

characters shape their destinies not through activism but through passive waiting,
recourse to superstitions, or silent submission to circumstances. For instance, the
narrator of "Zan-e Ziyadi," after years of living in the shadows, declares: "I was so
much in the shadows that even when I left, no one noticed." Elsewhere, she
describes life in her father's house as a "grave." This image symbolizes the social
death of women within a structure that recognizes them only in the roles of wife
or mother.

In contrast, Naguib Mahfouz, in Futuwat al-'Atuf, although similarly placing
women within a subordinate and patriarchal structure, exhibits traces of
awareness, internal conflict, and even protest in some of his female characters.
For example, in the story "Qimat Imra'a" (The Price of a Woman), the woman is
explicitly reduced to a commodity whose monetary worth becomes the primary
criterion, with men haggling over her price; in the end, she chooses suicide to
escape disgrace. However, within this same narrative, Mahfouz reflects moments
of female fear and anxiety as well as a relative awareness of her condition-

elements less frequently found in Al-e Ahmad's works. Similarly, in "Awwal

Abril" (First of April), Aunt Ali, widowed for forty years, has devoted her entire
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life to the memory of her husband, and in this passivity, she becomes the symbol
of a woman who has lost her identity in the shadow of a man. Yet, in some
instances, Mahfouz confronts women with more complex psychological and
moral crises that push them to the brink of consciousness and action, whereas Al-e
Ahmad largely keeps women trapped within the chains of tradition and
superstition.

Another shared cultural and social element in both collections is the attention
to economic poverty and its impact on human relations and morality. In "Dozd-
zadeh," Al-e Ahmad portrays poverty in its most concrete form through
descriptions of ruined houses and deprived lives, emphasizing livelihood
insecurity and fear of the future: "We visited a ruined house where two poor
women lived, and one of them thought we had come from the government to take
them away." Mahfouz, too, in stories such as "Awwal Abril" and "Muf Taraq al-
Turuq" (The Crossroads), employs financial crisis and economic pressure as a
driving force in the plot and character development. In "Awwal Abril," Ali
Effendi, burdened by mounting debts and economic stagnation, not only
contemplates betraying his wife but also approaches the brink of moral collapse:
"Rather, he wants to do something worse and more terrible than that... with the
power of money, he seeks to trap the nurse." Also, in "Muf Taraq al-Turuqg," the
author points to a meager salary of seventeen pounds, insufficient to cover school
expenses, showing how poverty breaks a character's spirit. In both works, poverty
is not merely a material condition but also a catalyst for deeper cultural and
psychological crises, prompting characters to resort to unethical or superstitious
solutions to escape economic pressures.

In the realm of folk beliefs and superstitions, both authors adopt a critical
stance. In "Samanu-pazan," Al-e Ahmad clearly demonstrates that women, instead
of employing rationality and knowledge, turn to prayer, talismans, and vows to
solve their problems. He regards this phenomenon as a product of cultural poverty
and the institutionalization of ignorance in daily life, critiquing it in explicit
language: "My daughter, I have told you a hundred times, leave those doctors and
quacks alone, come to me so I can make you pregnant by the fortieth day," or
"Women, instead of thinking about their children's education, were chasing
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talismans and prayers to bring back their husbands' love." Although Mahfouz does
not address superstitions as directly, he challenges moral fragility and cultural
superficiality by alluding to social customs such as lying on the first of April in
the story of the same name: "Today is the first of April... I have heard that people
must lie on this day." In both works, superstitious beliefs, as part of obstructive
traditions, impede rational action and individual and social progress, keeping
characters in a cycle of repetition and ignorance.

One of the most important differences between the two collections lies in
language and the mode of social critique. Al-e Ahmad employs a direct, critical
prose style close to everyday speech, expressing his critique openly and without
reserve. Drawing on the lived experiences of his characters and depicting daily
life, he addresses tangible social realities and resorts less to philosophical
symbolism. In contrast, Mahfouz uses metaphorical and multi-layered language,
presenting social concepts through narratives with hidden psychological and
ethical layers. Mahfouz's characters grapple not only with external societal
structures but also with internal crises, moral conflicts, and philosophical
questions, lending his perspective a more contemplative and symbolic quality
compared to Al-e Ahmad's. For instance, in "Aks-e Ba-ma'refat" (The Knowing
Photographer), Al-e Ahmad illustrates the conflict between tradition and
modernity in a humorous and direct manner with a simple line: "Don't you wear a
tie? No, I don't want to look like a fool." Mahfouz, however, in "Khatera" (The
Memory), reflects this tension by comparing the old and new educational systems,
employing a nostalgic and critical tone to narrate generational differences
indirectly and more profoundly.

The struggle between tradition and modernity also emerges as a central theme
in both collections. Al-e Ahmad often depicts this conflict through everyday
behaviors and characters' direct reactions, criticizing backward traditions with a
sharp and sometimes bitter tone. Mahfouz, too, represents this tension with greater
subtlety on psychological and generational levels, showing characters caught
between loyalty to old beliefs and the allure of the modern world—a
disorientation that leads to identity crisis and sometimes moral disintegration.
Overall, both authors provide a clear picture of the crisis of transition from
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tradition to modernity in Middle Eastern societies, but while Al-e Ahmad explores
this crisis predominantly in tangible and concrete arenas, Mahfouz investigates it
in the inner and philosophical layers of his characters.

Conclusion

Ultimately, this comparative study reveals that despite the cultural and historical
differences between Iranian and Egyptian societies, literature, as a shared human
language, can reflect common concerns and build a bridge between cultures. Both
authors adopt a critical approach to address the shortcomings of their societies,
employing storytelling as a tool for consciousness-raising and envisioning an ideal
society. At the same time, their stylistic and methodological differences not only
reflect the individual capabilities of each writer but also mirror the specific
historical, social, and cultural conditions of their countries. What renders these
two collections valuable when placed side by side is their multidimensional
depiction of the challenges facing the Middle East in the mid-twentieth century-a

depiction that remains instructive and thought-provoking for understanding the
contemporary transformations of the region. The fundamental similarities in their
critique of patriarchy, emphasis on social justice, and representation of the
suffering of the dispossessed classes, on the one hand, and their differences in
language, narrative style, and depth of psychological characterization, on the
other, demonstrate that comparative literature, by bringing such works together,
can open new horizons for mutual cultural understanding and a deeper
comprehension of the hidden connections among Islamic and Middle Eastern
societies.
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