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Abstract

With a critical and sociological approach, this article offers an in-depth
examination of Notes of a Dictator, a novel by Hedayatollah Hakim-Elahi. It
analyzes the intricate trajectory of the protagonist’s transformation—from a
marginalized citizen who appears to champion justice, into an ideological and
totalitarian dictator. The study seeks to reveal how social, psychological, and class-
based contexts pave the way for this tragic metamorphosis, and how hidden forces
of power and ideology gradually turn a social actor—initially committed to
liberation and justice—into a reproducer of the very violence he once sought to
resist.

This analysis rests on a multilayered theoretical framework. First, the principles of
Critical Marxism, with emphasis on class conflict and alienation, illuminate the
economic and social foundations of the protagonist’s downfall. Second, the
sociology of literature—drawing on the insights of Lucien Goldmann and Georg
Lukacs—interprets the novel as a reflection and representation of the material and
class structures of society. Third, Michel Foucault’s concepts of power provide the
tools to identify the subtle, microscopic mechanisms of domination and the
production of ideological “truth” within the narrative.

The findings demonstrate that the novel’s dominant socialist discourse, in the
absence of regulatory institutions and participatory mechanisms, gradually loses its
emancipatory meaning. In its entanglement with pathological structures of power,
it becomes an instrument for legitimizing violence, suppression, and the
reproduction of inequality. The protagonist—initially a symbol of the fervor for
justice and the ideal of equality—through the workings of ideological mechanisms,
as theorized by Louis Althusser, becomes ensnared in reproducing social and
mental misrecognition. Ultimately, he emerges not as a liberator, but as an
instrument of the ruling class’s domination.
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1. Introduction Literary Criticism and Rhetoric, Vol:14, Issue:2, Ser.N: 38-Summer 1404

Twentieth-century intellectual currents, particularly socialist and communist ideologies,
profoundly shaped political, social, and cultural structures, a force that was felt even more
acutely in transitional societies such as Iran. In fourteenth-century AH Iran, socialism was not
merely a political ideal; it emerged as a historical response to recurring injustices, oppression,
discrimination, and corrupt power structures. As Ahmadi (2017: 57) notes, “One of the
significant factors in the formation of these organizations was the rise of socialist tendencies
among Iranians, influenced by migration to Russia and, particularly, the Transcaucasus. Iranian
migrants there established the Social-Democratic organizations Ejtema’iyoun-e ‘Aamiyoun and
Edalat, later extending their activities into Iran.”

Many Iranian intellectuals, inspired by developments in the Soviet Union, the 1917 Revolution,
and global liberation discourses, gravitated enthusiastically toward leftist ideology. Yet, as
Eagleton (2012: 20-23) warns, in the absence of democratic frameworks, socialism in such
contexts risks devolving into the caricature known as Stalinism.

Literature of this period, as a reflection of social and ideological realities, engaged directly with
these tensions. Within this framework, Hedayatollah Hakim-Elahi’s Notes of a Dictator is not
merely a work of fiction but a social document capturing the rise and fall of a leftist worldview.
Through a critical lens, it traces the complex transformation of a lower-class activist into a
communist dictator.

Unlike many leftist writers of the 1950s, Hakim-Elahi does not aim to glorify socialism; rather,
he critiques its consequences within a deprived society—a context in which, as Marx observes
(2006: 45), the preconditions for socialism require surplus wealth and productive capacity.
Without these, ideals may turn into totalitarian nightmares. Through a sociological perspective
and a realist narrative, the novel examines the ideological dynamics of poverty, violence, class
revenge, and structural corruption, ultimately depicting the emergence of a dictator who rises
from socialist ideals yet consolidates absolute power through repression and deception.

Notes of a Dictator stands out in Iranian literary history. Unlike many contemporaneous works,
it neither glorifies leftist ideology nor fits neatly into later state-sponsored or anti-colonial
literary paradigms. It provides a critical examination of the radicalization of socialist ideology
and, through a precise depiction of an individual’s fall within a totalitarian system, illustrates
how justice-seeking ideals can become instruments of oppression and violence.

Despite its historical and literary significance, the novel has yet to receive a systematic
sociological study. This gap in contemporary Iranian literary and political research underscores
the need for scholarly attention. This study seeks to answer: How does the protagonist of Notes
of a Dictator, under social, psychological, and ideological pressures, transform from an
idealistic socialist party member into a full-fledged dictator within a communist-authoritarian
system? In this process, what roles do poverty, class conflict, ideological violence, identity
crisis, and institutional collapse play? Moreover, how can contemporary theories—such as those
of Michel Foucault, Louis Althusser, Marx, and Jacques Lacan—shed light on this
transformation?

2. Research findings

The findings reveal that in Notes of a Dictator, Hakim-Elahi demonstrates how poverty and
social marginalization serve not only as a catalyst for protest but also as a fertile ground for
ideals that, when nurtured within violent or repressive contexts, may give rise to
authoritarianism. Socialism initially emerges as a response to injustice; however, in the absence
of democratic institutions and equitable distribution mechanisms, it becomes a vehicle for
revenge and systemic repression.

The narrative further highlights how structural violence extends to gendered dimensions, with
women’s bodies depicted as sites of economic and sexual exploitation, reflecting the failures of
state institutions and structural corruption. These representations are mediated through Marxist
and modern feminist frameworks, emphasizing class and gender while leaving other cultural
and ethical dimensions largely unexplored. From a critical sociological perspective, the cycle of
violence illustrated in the novel exemplifies how authoritarian structures perpetuate themselves
even under the guise of justice.

The protagonist’s trajectory underscores the interplay between individual agency and structural
forces. His alignment with the socialist party results less from conscious choice than from
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ideological conditioning and identity reconstruction, whereby moral conscience is reoriented to
justify violence. The party’s hierarchical structure and internalized obedience mirror Foucault’s
notion of “invisible power,” showing that totalitarian tendencies emerge within social and
ideological structures rather than solely after formal authority is achieved.

Ultimately, the protagonist becomes fully immersed in a cycle of violence, embodying the
power he once opposed. The novel warns that justice-driven movements, if untempered by
institutional safeguards or critical reflection, risk reproducing the oppressive structures they
initially challenged. Hakim-Elahi’s work thus offers a critical framework for understanding how
individual experiences, ideological mechanisms, and structural conditions converge to
institutionalize violence and perpetuate cycles of power and domination.

3. Conclusion

Hedayatollah Hakim-Elahi’s Notes of a Dictator goes beyond recounting individual experiences
of poverty and suppressed anger; it provides a structural and critical analysis of the process by
which a marginalized human being is propelled toward full-fledged dictatorship. This analysis is
grounded not merely in the linear narrative of the story but in theoretical frameworks of the
sociology of power and ideological critique, particularly drawing on Althusser’s concepts of
“ideological ideals,” Foucault’s notion of “invisible power,” and Arendt’s study of
totalitarianism.

The protagonist, confronted with poverty, class humiliation, structural corruption, and
emotional failures, is drawn into the socialist party. This process is not the product of conscious,
critical choice but the result of an “ideological call” and a “redefinition of identity,” wherein the
individual reconstructs himself within the party’s closed discourse, and his moral conscience is
consumed in the service of his “historical duty.” From this perspective, the party not only
restricts dialogue and critical reflection but also subsumes individual ethics to legitimize
violence.

The concentration of power in the figure of the leader and the party’s vertical hierarchy
resonates with Foucault’s concept of “invisible power,” demonstrating how ideological
structures internally prepare the ground for the acceptance of violence and mental subjugation
even before formal authority is attained. The analysis shows that totalitarianism is not merely a
product of external conditions; it grows within discourse and party structures, transforming the
individual into both victim and instrument of power reproduction.

Violence in the novel evolves from a temporary instrument into an ultimate goal. Political
assassinations are initially justified in the name of ideals, later institutionalized, and ultimately
serve to reproduce power itself and reinforce domination over society. As Arendt observes, at
this stage, society, morality, and truth become victims of power, and the discourse of justice is
transformed into a tool for legitimizing violence.

Ultimately, the narrator transforms from a justice-seeking, oppressed individual into a faceless
dictator—an authority that dominates institutions, fear, and the minds of the people, elevating
itself above party, history, and even truth. This metamorphosis serves as a stark illustration of
how human suffering and pain, absorbed into an ideological framework, can be converted into a
machine for reproducing violence.

Therefore, Hakim-Elahi’s analysis can be read both as a sociological critique of power
structures and a literary critique of ideological discourse. The novel warns that any system that
sacrifices justice for authority, and any individual who channels personal suffering and anger
unmediated into ideology, will reproduce not liberation but a cycle of violence, oppression, and
power concentration. The work exemplifies a complex representation of the relationship
between lived experience, ideological discourse, and the institutionalization of violence at both
individual and societal levels.
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