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Abstract

Characterological writing (kholqiyat-negari) is one of the
most widely received literary genres in Iran. Given the
strongly ideological dimensions of such texts, a critical
perspective toward them appears essential. Ali Rezaqoli's
‘Sociology of Elite-Killing’ ranks among the best-selling
works within this genre. This article examines the
representation of Iranian moral behavior in this book—as
a notable instance of characterological discourse—using
Van Dijk's model of critical discourse analysis. The study
addresses two main questions: first, how is Iranian
temperament represented in ‘Sociology of Elite-Killing’?;
second, what ideological devices does the author employ
in this representation? ‘Sociology of Elite-Killing” offers
an analysis of the historical roots of despotism and
underdevelopment in Iran, emphasizing that the collective
political, economic, and social life of Iranians was
structurally such that it ultimately led to the elimination of
elites. Accordingly, the author argues that the efforts of
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individual figures such as Amir Kabir, while effective in
their own right, ultimately proved futile in altering this
trajectory. The findings indicate that the author focuses
exclusively on morally reprehensible behaviors and pays
no attention to praiseworthy moral conduct among
Iranians. Moreover, through polarization, he consistently
compares Iran with the West, depicting Iranians using
negative terms relative to Westerners in all instances.
Ultimately, Rezaqoli attributes Iran's underdevelopment to
Iranian temperament, and, in turn, explains temperament
through economic culture as the determining factor. This
line of reasoning falls into circularity and tautology; if
taken as a basis, it would imply that Iran can never achieve
development.
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An Analysis of the Representation of Iranian
Temperament in Characterological Discourse: A Study
on the Book ‘Sociology of Elite-Killing’

Extensive Abstract

Introduction: The genre of characterological writing, which began
with works such as Jamalzadeh's ‘Our Iranian Temperament’
attracting a wide readership since, has consistently been the subject of
theoretical and methodological critique due to its popular appeal and
its influence on collective perceptions of national identity. The present
article focuses on Ali Rezaqoli's ‘Sociology of Elite-Killing’—one of
the best-selling and most influential works within this discourse, now
in its forty-fourth printing—and seeks to address two fundamental
questions: first, how is Iranian temperament represented in this book,
and second, what ideological and discursive devices does the author
employ in this representation? Despite the abundance of previous
research, no study has yet systematically examined ‘Sociology of
Elite-Killing’ using Van Dijk's model of critical discourse analysis.
The significance of this study lies in the fact that works within the
characterological discourse, through their discursive constructions,
can reproduce social realities. In situations where they give rise to
self-fulfilling prophecies (in Robert Merton's sense), one-sided and
negative representations of moral behavior not only fail to contribute
to reforming but may also erode social trust and encourage
opportunistic conduct. The primary aim of the present study,
therefore, is to uncover the hidden ideological structures embedded in
the text and to demonstrate how undesirable behaviors are naturalized
as inherent and immutable traits.

Method: This study adopts a qualitative research design employing
Teun Van Dijk's critical discourse analysis. The research corpus
consists of the complete text of ‘Sociology of Elite-Killing’, while the
analytical sample includes all sentences, phrases, and arguments
pertaining to the description of Iranian moral behavior, gathered
through documentary review and systematic note-taking. The
principal analytical tool is Van Dijk's ideological square, according to
which ideological discourses are consistently organized around the
dual axes of emphasis and de-emphasis—meaning that the author
emphasizes positive attributes of the in-group ("us") and negative
attributes of the out-group ("them"), while de-emphasizing negative
attributes of the in-group and positive attributes of the out-group. The
analytical process proceeded in two stages: the first involved
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identifying and cataloging all moral behaviors—whether praiseworthy
or blameworthy—attributed to Iranians by the author; the second
entailed identifying and analyzing ten ideological strategies, including
polarization, essentialist presuppositions, generalization, hyperbole,
metaphor, irony, synonymy, implicit and connotative meanings,
biased citations of Orientalists, and the omission of external structural
factors. This approach enables the researcher to move beyond surface
content and uncover the hidden layers and unstated assumptions that
function as taken-for-granted premises within the text.

Findings: The findings of this study can be reported at two levels. At
the first level, the picture depicted from the Iranian temperament
reveals that Rezaqoli attributes seventy-three types of morally
blameworthy behavior to Iranians—including idleness, submission to
despotism, selfishness, avarice, brokerage, irresponsibility, national
betrayal, lack of creativity, illicit profiteering, authoritarianism,
squandering of public funds, and absence of honor and dignity—while
not a single instance of morally praiseworthy behavior is ascribed to
Iranians throughout the entire text. At the second level, the
examination of ideological strategies shows that Rezaqoli employs all
ten discursive devices to naturalize and de-historicize these
blameworthy behaviors. For instance, through the strategy of
polarization, he persistently compares Iran with the West and Japan,
consistently portraying Iranians through negative terms and
Westerners through positive ones. Through presupposition, the author
from the outset assumes Iran to be a country with a backward,
unproductive culture incapable of critical thought, asserting that Iran's
economic culture has remained unchanged for five hundred years.
Through generalization, he extends the behaviors of specific groups to
the entire Iranian population, employing phrases such as "the whole of
Iranian history” or "this is the characteristic of Iranians." Through
hyperbole, he amplifies social weaknesses with expressions such as
"always armed with inadequate theories" or "parasitically exploiting
the achievements of others." Moreover, recurring medical metaphors
depict society as a diseased body. In terms of citation practices, he
selectively quotes Orientalists such as Sheil, Polak, and Chardin—
whose all observations carry negative connotations about Iranians—
while making no reference to contemporary scientific research or
independent domestic sources. Finally, the strategy of omission—
perhaps the most significant—prevents him from acknowledging the
role of colonialism, foreign wars, and Iran's structural economic
dependencies in shaping moral behaviors, thus placing the entire
blame for backwardness squarely on Iranians themselves. The
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alignment of these strategies with Van Dijk's ideological square
demonstrates that of the four dimensions of this square, only two are
activated in the book—mnamely, emphasis on the negative attributes of
the in-group (Iranians) and emphasis on the positive attributes of the
out-group (the West)—while the other two dimensions, i.e., emphasis
on the positive attributes of the in-group and the negative attributes of
the out-group, are entirely absent. This one-sided pattern is indicative
of a self-Orientalizing and essentialist discourse.

Discussion and Conclusion: ‘Sociology of Elite-Killing’, despite its
claims to scientific rigor and reformist orientation, falls into the trap of
self-Orientalism and extreme essentialism. Rezaqoli's central
argument for explaining Iran's underdevelopment is caught in a
circular and tautological logic: he attributes backwardness to
blameworthy temperament, and those blameworthy traits to a five-
hundred-year-old economic culture, yet he never explains the origins
of this culture, thereby disregarding the role of external structural
factors—such as colonialism, economic dependency, historical wars,
and geopolitical position—in accounting for the present condition.
Moreover, the internal contradiction of the work becomes apparent in
that the author, on the one hand, claims to advocate moral reform,
while on the other, he presents the very same moral qualities as
inherent, fixed, and unchangeable—in which case any reform effort
would be doomed to failure from the outset. On this basis, it can be
argued that works of this kind, rather than providing clarification and
offering a realistic picture of the obstacles to development, reinforce
the impediments to progress by reproducing and naturalizing negative
stereotypes presenting a narrative of Iran in which change and
advancement appear impossible.

Keywords: Iranian Temperament, Characterological Discourse, Ali
Rezaqoli, Critical Discourse Analysis, Self-Orientalism.



