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The Frankfurt School, through a critical engagement with the concept of the “Dialectic of
Enlightenment” and the notion of the “culture industry”, reveals the dual face of culture in the
modern world; a culture that can function both as a chain and as a key to liberation.
Meanwhile, popular culture, like a flowing river, intertwines people’s narratives with the
structures of power; at times serving the consolidation of domination and at other times
moving toward its disruption. The novel Scorpions of the Bambak Ship by Farhad
Hassanzadeh, through the use of local language, indigenous horizons, and a symbolic setting
such as an abandoned ship in Abadan in the turbulent days of the 1979 Islamic Revolution of
Iran, constructs a scene where adolescents reconstruct their identity and consciousness amid
the tensions between media, memory, and resistance. This study, employing a descriptive-
analytical method, sought to uncover the hidden connections between elements of popular
culture and the critical theory of the Frankfurt School in the structure of this novel. The study
aimed to understand how critical consciousness is generated from everyday life and to decode
the strategies adopted by the adolescents in the story to resist the dominant current. The
findings indicated that the adolescents in Scorpions of the Bambak Ship, by relying on
vernacular language, collective memory, the creative engagement with public spaces, and
their familiarity with new forms of consciousness and mass media, transform dominant
narratives and, out of constraints, construct a dissenting and self-aware identity. These actions
demonstrated that popular culture, contrary to common assumptions, is not a passive
periphery but a dynamic center for the reproduction of meaning and the stimulation of critical
awareness, a center that can simultaneously preserve the past and generate possibilities for
liberation in the future, even within conditions of domination.
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1. Introduction

This study offered a critical analysis of the novel Scorpions of the Bambak Ship by Farhad
Hassanzadeh, examining it within the conceptual framework of the Dialectic of Enlightenment and
the critical theories of the Frankfurt School. The novel is set in the specific historical and
geographical context of Abadan, Iran, before the 1979 Islamic Revolution of Iran, and narrates the
story of a group of young people who create a small, independent world for themselves inside an
abandoned ship. This ship, beyond being a physical place, turns into a symbol of resistance,
collective consciousness, and cultural endurance; a symbolic space where the characters’ efforts to
redefine their individual and social identity are reflected. The author, by using local language,
indigenous rituals, and elements of popular culture, not only recreates the lifeworld of Abadan’s
people but also constructs, from within these elements, a form of “cultural resistance” against
political and social hegemony.

From a theoretical perspective, an analysis based on the ideas of Theodor Adorno and Max
Horkheimer shows how, in the process of enlightenment, modern rationality transforms from an
instrument of freedom into a mechanism of domination, whereby culture itself becomes implicated
in the reproduction of power. From this perspective, Scorpions of the Bambak Ship functions as a
cultural text that stages the battleground between forces of domination and liberating forces; a place
where young people, by creating alternative spaces and relying on social bonds, stand against
political and economic domination. The dialectic between hope and repression is reflected in the
narrative structure of the work: on one hand, aspirations for freedom, independence, and the revival
of cultural identity; on the other hand, the harsh realities of loss, censorship, and social constraints.
This study pursued three analytical axes: first, the emergence of cultural resistance through the
local language and narrative of Abadan; second, the reflection of the dialectic of enlightenment in
the conflict between consciousness and domination; and third, the role of intertextual narratives in
the continuation of critical discourses that bridge past and present. These intertextual narratives,
by recalling histories of resistance and collective identity, not only keep the community’s cultural
memory alive but also enable the critique of power structures. Overall, Hassanzadeh’s novel can
be considered a text that goes beyond the boundaries of social narration and articulates a form of
popular intellectualism embedded within popular culture.

2. Method

This study employed a qualitative and interpretive approach, grounded in Critical Discourse
Analysis, the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, and intertextuality. The main focus was on
the novel Scorpions of the Bambak Ship to examine the Dialectic of Enlightenment and popular
culture within the framework of these theoretical perspectives. The data consisted of a close textual
analysis of the novel and its discursive elements.

3. Results

In the transition from tradition to modernity, the concept of popular culture and literature has
evolved from a limited understanding, restricted to beliefs, customs, and oral narratives, into a
broader realm intertwined with media and social transformations. Today, this field is defined as a
reflection of daily life, collective identity, and the value systems of the masses, encompassing
language, rituals, symbols, and artistic forms that emerge spontaneously in contrast to official and
elitist culture (Thompson, 1968:3). In this sense, popular culture is not merely a legacy of the past
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but a living and dynamic process that evolves through interaction with historical and social
conditions.

Within this framework, the Frankfurt School, with its emphasis on the critique of mass culture
and modern rationality, analyzes the transformation of culture in the context of modernity. Thinkers
such as Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer considered popular culture a product of the
ideological dominance of capitalism, arguing that the culture industry in modern societies serves
as a tool for the reproduction of power and the subjugation of the masses. Nonetheless, the cultural
and spontaneous roots of the people can, in turn, act as a critical and resistant force against this
dominance. Accordingly, popular culture and literature, in the transition from tradition to
modernity, become a dialectical arena between domination and resistance, reproduction and
creation. The novel Scorpions of the Bambak Ship by Farhad Hassanzadeh narrates the lived
experiences of adolescents in Abadan on the eve of the Islamic Revolution of Iran, recounted from
the perspective of Kholo, the main narrator. The story begins with the discovery of a suitcase
containing political leaflets, after which a group of teenagers turns the abandoned Bambak Ship
into their base, a symbolic space of resistance and freedom amid repression and suffocation. In this
work, Hassanzadeh, using vernacular language and elements of popular culture, depicts a dialectic
between tradition and modernity, hope and repression, and consciousness and domination, a
dialectic that can be analyzed through the lens of the Frankfurt School, particularly the thought of
Adorno and Horkheimer.

In the first section, the burial of the suitcase in a cemetery symbolizes the imprisonment of
liberating ideals within the structures of domination; an act through which the culture industry, via
a mechanism of “semantic homogenization”, strips meaning of its danger and ambiguity and
transforms it into a consumable object. The story subsequently emphasizes cultural resistance,
collective memory, and local identity through the adolescents’ persistence in preserving documents
and engaging in dialogues; concepts that, in the theories of Stuart Hall and Homi Bhabha, are
presented as mechanisms of identity formation and counter-hegemonic discourse. The scene of the
martyrs’ funeral also becomes a symbolic collective space for the reproduction of discourses of
freedom and justice, demonstrating resistance to the “cultural homogenization” of the media
industry.

Ultimately, the role of the culture industry and mass media in shaping adolescents’ identity and
consciousness is foregrounded: television and official news constitute their primary reference
points for understanding politics and freedom, yet the distribution of leaflets by Mamdou represents
an attempt to escape the orbit of official media and reconstruct critical consciousness. This novel
presents a multilayered image of pre-revolutionary Iranian society, where struggle, resistance, and
the pursuit of awareness emerge through popular language, everyday relationships, and local
memory. As a result, Scorpions of the Bambak Ship can be regarded as a text that reflects the
dialectic between power and liberation, the culture industry and social resistance, in a literary and
cultural form.

4. Conclusion

The analysis of the novel Scorpions of the Bambak Ship based on the Frankfurt School and the
concept of the Dialectic of Enlightenment demonstrated that the work reflects the everyday lived
experience and cultural resistance of the youth of Abadan on the eve of the 1979 Islamic Revolution
of Iran. Relying on vernacular language, indigenous spaces, and collective actions such as
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gathering on an abandoned ship or distributing political leaflets, they resist the repression of the
Pahlavi regime. From the perspective of critical theory, these behaviors represent strategies for
identity preservation and forms of resistance against the culture industry. The conflict between the
ideal of freedom and the reality of repression constitutes the central axis of the narrative, forming
the very dialectic that Adorno and Horkheimer articulated in their critique of modern rationality,
where even processes of enlightenment are subjected to power control. Through intertextual
references to popular culture, vernacular language, and collective memory, the novel reproduces a
form of critical consciousness and shows that culture, even within the conditions of domination,
can serve as the source of identity formation and resistance discourse. Consequently,
Hassanzadeh’s work offers an image of the dialectic of Iranian culture in which the intertwining of
hope and repression creates the grounds for the emergence of awareness and the formation of
freedom-seeking action.
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