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Abstract Employing Bourdieu's “theory of practice”, this research examines
Jamalzadeh’s position in Iran’s literary field and his motives for translating
Ibsen's An Enemy of the People. First, the field of theater and the subfield of
dramatic translation in the 1940s are reviewed. Then, Jamalzadeh’s habitus as
a “translator in self-exile” is explored and the 1950s events leading to the 1953
coup are paralleled to those of the drama. Furthermore, deploying Bourdieu's
and Derrida’s notions of “trajectory” and the “ideal translator,” respectively,
Jamalzadeh’s earlier writings, including Saharay-e Mahshar, are analyzed to
explore his position and the possible reasons behind his Ibsen translation. The
research demonstrates how silenced voices in history can be heard through
translations. Moreover, based on a sociological analysis of this translation, the
authors argue that Jamalzadeh chooses Ibsen's text as a tool for identifying the
then-political elites’ shortsightedness as the root cause of confusion among the
people.
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1. Introduction

enrik Ibsen’s (1882) An Enemy of the People has long reverberated with
] different cultures, as translators, directors, and even elitist politicians have
I represented this drama in various contexts to advance their political goals.

The drama’s thematic engagement with extreme individualism, democracy
vs. mobocracy, and manipulation of information by the press has afforded it
significant translatability across different sociopolitical contexts. Due to its realistic
themes and form, the play has made the directors more interested in performing it in
the Iranian theater and television than any of Ibsen's dramas.
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This article addresses a significant yet underexplored historical moment in the
transnational afterlife of Ibsen’s drama, An Enemy of the People. Mohammad Ali
Jamalzadeh’s 1961 Persian translation of the drama, Doshman-e Mellat [The Enemy
of the Nation], has been studied sociologically alongside the translator’s habitus and
some of his original works. Departing from prior philological evaluations of Ibsen’s
translations and reception in Iran, this study situates Jamalzadeh’s translation within
the sociopolitical and intellectual climate of Iran in the 1950s—a historical juncture
framed by the 1953 overthrow of the Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh. To
challenge traditional historiographies of Ibsen’s translation in Iran, the authors
deploy Bourdieu’s sociology, particularly the concepts of habitus, field, and
capital—and Pym’s call for ‘humanizing’ translation history. This analytical
framework illuminates the sociopolitical logic underpinning Jamalzadeh’s
translation choices and the symbolic practices of literary translation during a time of
national disillusionment.

2. Method

The article adopts a socio-historiographical method inspired by Pierre Bourdieu’s
theory of practice and Anthony Pym’s historiographical approach to translation.
Instead of focusing on the translated text, the authors focus on the translator as a
‘socially situated agent’ whose choices reflect broader dynamics in the literary field
of Iran in the 1950s. To answer the main question of the research, Bourdieu’s three-
step method has been applied:

1. “Analyz[ing] the position of the field vis-a-vis the field of power

2. Map[ping] out the objective structure of the relations between the positions
occupied by the agents or institutions who compete for the legitimate form of
specific authority of which this field is the site

3. Analyz[ing] the habitus of agents” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 104-105)

Furthermore, to define Jamalzadeh's position in the literary field and explore the
possible reasons behind his translation of Ibsen’s drama, several of his previous
works, such as Saharay-e Mahshar [Plain of Resurrection], are analyzed using
Bourdieu's notion of ‘trajectory’ and Derrida's concept of the ‘ideal translator.’
Together, these methods foreground the translator not as a passive channel of
meaning but, among others, as a socio-politically conscious producer embedded in
historically specific struggles over meaning and representation.

3. Results

The findings of this study reveal multiple motives behind Jamalzadeh’s decision to
translate An Enemy of the People as a socio-political practice in the post-coup Iran:

The literary field of Iran in the 1950s: During the 1940s, Iran experienced a period
of relative sociocultural freedom, often referred to as ‘the golden age’ of Iranian
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theatre. Theatres flourished across major cities, and political parties used the stage
to promote their ideologies. The Tudeh Party, in particular, attracted many
intellectuals by aligning itself with progressive ideas, resulting in radical translations
of Western works, such as those by Gorky, Sartre, and Chekhov. However, Ibsen
remained relatively alien most probably because his texts were seen as ambiguous
and ideologically undesirable. After the 1953 coup, political freedom sharply
declined, and censorship increased. In this suppressive context, Jamalzadeh’s
translation of An Enemy of the People sought to serve as a reflection of the ‘thick’
majority and the elitist minority of his society, one prone to gullibility and the other
alien to compromise.

Symbolic parallelism: The article discusses the drama’s events and characters that
seem identical to the context of 1950s Iran, leading to the 1953 coup. For example,
it draws similar profiles for Dr. Stockmann and Dr. Mosaddegh, Iran’s prime
minister at the time; for instance, Dr. Stockmann’s insistence on moral principle,
even at the cost of social boycott, mirrors Dr. Mosaddegh’s idealism and political
isolation leading up to the 1953 coup.

Jamalzadeh’s (bi)cultural habitus: Jamalzadeh was the son of Seyyed Jamal-ud-
Din Vaez Isfahani (1863-1908), one of Iran’s most well-known orators who had
been persecuted after the defeat of the Constitutional Revolution, leaving his son an
orphan in his early teens in Lebanon without any financial support. Therefore,
Jamalzadeh’s habitus, shaped by his reformist upbringing and European education,
equipped him with the symbolic, social, and cultural capital to perform a dual
critique: targeting the Iranian clerical and intellectual elites from within, while using
Western literary classics such as Dante’s The Divine Comedy, Milton’s Paradise
Lost, and Goethe’s Faust.

Jamalzadeh’s historical consciousness: By investigating Jamalzadeh’s historical
memories, the authors found that the translation of Ibsen’s drama can be positioned
as the culmination of Jamalzadeh’s long-standing disillusionment with the trajectory
of Iranian modernity. His previous works, such as Sahra-ye Mahshar (1947), already
exhibited a satirical critique of institutional corruption and public gullibility,
anticipating the sociopolitical message of Doshman-e Mellat.

4. Discussion and conclusion

Jamalzadeh’s Doshman-e Mellat offers an example of how literary translation
functions as a form of historical memory. Deploying Bourdieu’s sociological
concepts, the authors tried to explore the ‘whys’ of Jamalzadeh’s decision to translate
An Enemy of the People and to illustrate why Ibsen’s drama appeared in his
‘generative scheme’, which evolved due to Jamalzadeh’s sociocultural ‘in-
betweenness’. Far from a mere cultural transmission of a European classic, the
translation constitutes a strategic act of cultural negotiation in a post-coup Iran
grappling with disillusionment, censorship, and political fragmentation. By drawing
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upon Bourdieu’s theory, the article demonstrates how Jamalzadeh’s habitus, formed
at the intersection of Persian and European intellectual traditions, enabled him to
translate not only across languages but also across political epochs.

Crucially, the play’s core theme resonated deeply with the political tragedy of Dr.
Mosaddegh’s downfall. The drama’s central irony, where a truth-teller is labeled ‘the
enemy of the people’, mirrors Mosaddegh’s vilification by the very institutions and
publics he sought to serve. In this regard, as one who had witnessed the failure of the
Constitutional Revolution and the execution of his father, and for a second time, saw
the abortion of the nation’s call to freedom, Jamalzadeh might have translated
Ibsen’s drama to negotiate with his audience the sociopolitical issues that led to the
coup.
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