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Abstract

This study examined the novel The Decline of Colonel. The novel is characterized with
a dark and mysterious atmosphere. The novel narrates the story of an army officer of the
Pahlavi regime. Taking an interdisciplinary approach, this study explored the novel. To
clarify some concepts, such key concepts of Bourdieu’s social theory were defined as
capital, habitus, doxa, male dominance, and symbolic violence. The study showed that
the suffocating and scary atmosphere dominating the novel indicates a controlling power
behind all movements and behaviors of the characters. The controlling and dominant
power manifests in some cases in the form of physical violence and reaches its peak in
assassinating the colonel’s family members. In the novel, the author of uses a critical
attitude towards the discourse of power and dominance to depict the the socio-political
status of Iran about the Islamic Revolution. He depicts the challenges and contradictions
of Iran in dealing with the drastic change.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The Decline of Colonel is a novel on social realism featured with a dark and
mysterious atmosphere. The novel revolves around an army officer of the Pahlavi
regime called “Colonel”. The officer’s life is about to deteriorate after the Islamic
Revolution in 1979. The story is narrated using stream of consciousness narrating
mode passed through the mind and language of the main character “Colonel”. This
novel may also be considered a political work as it clearly manifests social realities
and meticulously looks upon the dominant structure. The dominant suffocating
social atmosphere makes the characters of the novel to resort to hypocrisy and hide
their true feelings and thoughts. Pierre Bourdieu, a French sociologist, suggests that
governments as the powers controlling a super-capital, impose their own power upon
their communities through executing physical violence (utilizing force) and
symbolic violence (internalizing dominance relations). He argues that symbolic
violence is governments’ most powerful means for imposing their dominance. To
the authors of this article, a sociological criticism of this work seems necessary as a
controlling and authoritative presence of a government is evident in the novel. The
ruling system imposes its dominance on the social world of the novel and characters
through a prevailing ideology. Considering the necessity, this study tried to find out
to what extent the dominance has affected the behavior and fate of the characters of
the novel. The main goal was to explore and analyze the content of novel and shed
light on its hidden aspects, relying on Pierre Bourdieu's sociological theory.

2. Method

Adopting an interdisciplinary approach (sociology and literature) and a descriptive-
analytic method, this study tried to examine the novel The Decline of Colonel.
Considering the necessity of clarifying some concepts, some of the key concepts of
Bourdieu’s social theory were defined, including capital, habitus, doxa, male
dominance, and symbolic violence. Then, the analysis was done

3. Results

Dominance is one of the utmost significant concepts in political sociology. With the
help of the concept, one can examine the relationship between the government and
people. Generally speaking, dominance originates from the concepts of power, as
power structure manifests and crystalizes in the form of the dominant and the
dominated. The dominance with the existence of giving orders and accepting
obedience ends in legitimacy of the dominance. All governments continuously try to
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legitimize and consolidate themselves. Hence, they execute physical violence (force)
and utilize symbolic and cultural capitals to institutionalize their dominance.
Bourdieu is amongst the sociologists who focused on the power relations in politics
field and explored the nature of governments’ power. His contribution to the field
that makes him different with other sociologists, is emphasizing the use of cultural
and symbolic capitals in creating and maintenance of powers of the dominant. Unlike
Marx, Bourdieu emphasizes the the role of cultural and symbolic capitals in social
classification.

The suffocating and scary atmosphere dominating the novel clearly shows a
controlling eye behind all movements and behaviors of the characters. This
dominance manifests in some cases in the form of physical violence and reaches its
peak in assassinating the colonel’s family members. However, the most powerful
means of dominance shows up in the form of symbolic violence. It is remarkable in
the novel and affects the characters’ actions, making them disappointed and helpless.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The author of The Decline of the Colonel adopts a critical attitude towards the
discourse of power and dominance to present an image of the socio-political status
of Iran about the Islamic Revolution. He depicts the challenges and contradictions
of Iran in dealing with the drastic change. By depicting a suffocating atmosphere of
the political-security dominance that the government imposes on the most private
aspects of the characters’ lives, this novel proves that it is a critical work. A
manifestation of the symbolic violence in this novel is the doxa of male dominance.
In cooperation with the symbolic violence of governments, the male dominance
pushes the female characters to a painful fate. By doxa Bourdieu means the
unquestioned beliefs that are internalized by society members. The presented beliefs
of the novel that are internalized in the subconscious minds of male and female
characters, force the female surrender to the dominance of the male. Some female
characters of the novel resist this doxa and violate the internalized rules of the
patriarchal society, though they are facing with family and governments’ powerful
and painful reaction, so that some lose their lives to the very end.

The impact of symbolic violence is so powerful in the novel that suppresses the
opposing ideas and in some cases forces the characters to obey. The consequence of
the force is the painful fate and decline of the main characters at the end of the
narration. It is evident that taking a critical approach, Dowlatabadi criticizes the
impact of governments on people’s life and freedom. He condemns the suppression
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of opposing ideas through illustrating the manifestations of physical and symbolic
violence. The final pages of the novel can be considered a warning to the societies
in which totalitarian governments continuously violate people’s freedom in different
ways. By suppressing the freedom, the governments degrade humanity.
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1. Pierre Bourdieu(1930-2002)
2. Violence physique et symbolique
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1. David Emile Durkheim (1858-1917)
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2. Karl Heinrich Marx (1818-1883)
3. Max Weber (1864-1920)
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1. Habitus
2. field
3. The theory of practice
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