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A sociological criticism of Halimeh by Mohammad Al-
Arusi Al-Matwi based on Lucien Goldmann’s
Evolutionary Structuralism Theory
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Abstract

Sociological criticism is one of the new approaches that have emerged
in the field of literature and aims to examine the relationship between
literary structure and society. Lucien Goldman based this theory on
the interaction between the literary text and the social infrastructure
governing the society. In the current research, an attempt has been
made to analyze and critique the novel "Halima" by Mohammad Al-
Arousi al-Matowi, a contemporary Tunisian writer, in a descriptive-
analytical way with a sociological criticism approach and based on
Goldman's (1913-1970) developmental constructivism theory. take in
this context, an attempt was made to analyze this novel in two stages
of reception and analysis in areas such as content, character and
political-social contexts. Based on this, according to the mentioned
theory, Halimah's novel was analyzed in two stages of reception and
analysis. The non-transformation of the characters of the novel during
the story, the transformation of the current consciousness of some
characters into a possible consciousness, the adaptation of the social
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political background of the novel to the events of the independence
period of Tunisia and the writing of the novel based on social realism
are some of the most important results obtained from the present
research. Based on this, we witness the reflection of the meaningful
structures of the novel in the context of Tunisian society. In the end,
this leads to the formation of the protest of the Tunisian people to the
existing situation and the attempt for a revolution to change the
situation.

Keyword: Sociological criticism, Mohammad Al-Arousi al-Matavi,

Halimah's novel, Goldman, developmental constructivism.

Introduction

The binary relationship between society and literature has always
attracted critics’ interest. The main essence of literature is language.
Language is created through communication and evolved, and when
used by a poet or author to communicate abstract and concrete
concepts it becomes literature. Therefore, it can be considered an
inherently social phenomenon.

Accordingly, the present study seeks to answer the following questions
by investigating Halimeh novel based on Lucien Goldmann’s theory:
1. what are the most important elements of Halimeh based on

Goldmann’s theory in the comprehension and explanation stages?
2. How the significant structures in Halimeh are represented in Tunisian
society based on the evolutionary theory?

Theoretical framework

Sociological criticism tries to investigate the correlation between a
literary text and the society. The goal is to find out the role played by
the society and social classes, on the one hand, and the author’s social
and political viewpoints (as a member of a specific social class, and
not as a member of the society), on the other hand, in the creation of
the literary text (Kosari, 2000: 16). Arab authors have recognized this
by studying the western literary theories. Goldmann finished his
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doctorate degree in French literature in 1956, with his thesis titled. In
this thesis, he mentioned the equivalence between socio-economic
status and literary texts for the first time (Fazeli, 1995: 119). The
evolutionary structuralism approach focuses on the characters and
uses them to discover the reciprocal relationship between social
structure and the structure of literary texts (Shahbazi, 2014: 68). In
Goldmann’s idea, cultural materials are created not by a single person,
but by the worldview of a society. The author, as a member of that
society, presents it in a specific artistic way (Goldmann, 2002: 321).
This theory includes significant structures, as well. That is, the literary
structure somehow represents a specific ideology and worldview that
the author supports. In Goldmann’s view, the collective agent and the
suprapersonal agent are the real creators of cultural materials,
especially literary texts. Accordingly, the significant elements are
considered as totally social, and not personal, phenomenon (1998:
224). He calls the cause-and-effect relationship between human and
the world as “dialectic”, a term borrowed from Marx.

Research results

Halimeh has a social-political theme. The main subject of the novel is
young Tunisian generation fighting the French colonialism directly
and even with weapons. The novel’s timeline is aligned with the
political changes happening in Tunisia. In the beginning of the novel,
where Halimeh lives in a village, not much is told about political
changes in the society and the protagonist trapped in her own existing
knowledge. Therefore, the village community busy with their routine
life can be a symbol of the Tunisian society before their uprising
against French colonialism, which captured people in their routing
life, keeping them away from the miserable state of their country.
However, Halimeh’s migration to the town introduces her to the
events Tunisian society was struggling with. This transformed her
existing knowledge to possible knowledge, changing her to a brave
fighter.
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Other characters of the novel, such as Abdullah’s sister, the nurse,
Abdullah’s mother, Halimah’s mother, and Abdullah’s friends in the
revolution, each play a significant role in forming the story. From the
theme of the story, i.e., fight against the French colonialism and their
governance, it can be inferred that the novel has a completely social
basis and each of the characters is a symbol of a specific ideology or
layer in the society. Therefore, problematic protagonists,
suprapersonal protagonists, and the changes in the novel makes it
suitable for investigation based on the evolutionary structuralism
theory. Finally, the sociological study of Halimeh, authored by
Mohammed Al-Arusi Al-Matwi, the contemporary Tunisian novelist,
led to the following results:

1. The existence of poor and rich layers in the society, the presence of
French colonialists, the suffering of Tunisia from cultural poverty,
the absence of social and cultural bases in the country, the
existence of revolutionary and protesting groups in the country, and
finally, the wholistic effort to get rid of the existing situation are
the most important sociocultural elements in Halimeh in the
explanation and comprehension stages based on Goldmann’s
structuralist theory.

2. The significant sociopolitical structures in the novel, existence of
problematic and suprapersonal protagonists in the novel, the
protagonists’ effort to transform their existing knowledge to
possible knowledge, the shout of protest in the whole novel, and,
finally, the protagonists’ efforts to change the situation in the
country and reaching independence and freedom are among the
elements that highlight the sociological aspects of the novel. These
elements, representing the political situation of the country, places
the novel among the literary texts that can be criticized from a
sociological point of view.

3. The significant structures of the novel, affected by the Tunisian
bases, are designed accordingly by Mohammed Al-Arusi. The pure
poverty among Tunisian people, the intense cultural weakness,
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people’s efforts for change, the French violence, and keeping
people away from the events and actions of the day are among the
significant structures appearing in the sociopolitical foundation of
the novel.

4. Finally, it can be said that Mohammed Al-Arusi could successfully
picture the real social situation of Tunisian in the years before their
independence in Halimeh. Mentioning historical events, and
especially, the Independence Day of Tunisia in Halimeh verified its
exact alignment with the structure of social novels.
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