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Original Article
Abstract

Background and aim: This article examines the representation of extremism in Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Demons. Rather
than treating ideological violence as the direct product of a single doctrine or personality type, it asks how crises of
identity and meaning become connected to group organization, existential anxiety, and the moral treatment of others
within the novel’s narrative structure.

Data and method: The study uses structured qualitative content analysis of Soroush Habibi’s Persian translation of
Demons. Meaning units were selected from dialogue, narrative description, character action, and event sequences in-
volving Stavrogin, Pyotr Verkhovensky, Kirillov, Shatov, Stepan Trofimovich, and several female and child figures.
Identity crisis, gradual radicalization, and terror management served as sensitizing concepts; subcategories were refined
through repeated reading and comparison of textual evidence.

Findings: Extremism is represented as the interaction of identity instability, group pressure, shame, fear, moral empti-
ness, and the instrumentalization of others. Pyotr converts individual vulnerabilities into organizational violence
through secrecy, threat, the manipulation of moral language, and shared crime. Stavrogin and Kirillov reveal distinct ex-
istential and ethical trajectories, while Shatov represents the possibility—and cost—of leaving the radical group.

Conclusion: Demons portrays extremist violence as a multilevel process rather than an inevitable consequence of iden-
tity crisis or fear. Violence becomes stabilized when unstable commitments, coercive group mechanisms, and existential
pressures reinforce one another and when other persons are reduced to instruments of power, cohesion, pleasure, or
elimination.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Dostoevsky’s Demons presents ideological violence through characters whose commitments,
relationships, and responses to fear change across the narrative. The novel does not assign the same motive
or degree of belief to all participants in political violence. Some characters seek meaning or recognition,
some use ideas instrumentally, some remain in a group because of shame or fear, and others attempt to
withdraw from earlier commitments. This differentiation makes the novel suitable for examining extremism
as a process rather than as a fixed ideological type. The article therefore asks what relationship Demons
establishes among the identity and existential crises of its characters, the mechanisms through which a
radical group is formed and stabilized, and the ethical consequences of violence. The analysis does not
assume in advance that identity crisis causes radicalization. Instead, it compares pathways of convergence,
resistance, exit, and self-destruction. Identity crisis, gradual radicalization, and terror management are treated
as sensitizing concepts that direct attention to different levels of the problem: instability of commitment and
meaning at the individual level; group mechanisms that reorganize belonging and acceptable action; and fear,
shame, or death anxiety as affective pressures that can intensify dependence on a closed worldview. The
narrative form is also relevant because the meanings of political claims are tested against competing voices,
silences, relationships, and the consequences of action.

Methods and Data

The study employs structured qualitative content analysis. Its analytical corpus is the complete Persian
translation of Demons by Soroush Habibi (Dostoevsky, 2012). The unit of analysis is a meaningful segment
rather than an isolated sentence: a passage of dialogue, narrative description, character action, or sequence of
events becomes a unit when it bears on identity, belonging, fear, group control, violence, or moral
responsibility. The analysis gives particular attention to Stavrogin, Pyotr Verkhovensky, Kirillov, Shatov,
and Stepan Trofimovich, while also examining figures such as Maria Lebyadkina, Liza, Darya, Varvara
Petrovna, and Matryosha when their narrative position makes the consequences of domination or
victimization visible. Following the logic of structured qualitative content analysis (Kuckartz & Radiker,
2023), the procedure combined theory-guided and text-sensitive categorization. The three broad themes were
derived from the theoretical framework. Repeated readings were then used to specify codes, subcategories,
and relations among themes. For each interpretive claim, the analysis links the code to a narrative context
and textual evidence rather than treating the theoretical concept as a pre-established answer. This mixed
deductive—inductive procedure is important because the same condition can lead to different narrative
outcomes. Identity instability, for example, can be associated with dependence, self-destruction, renewed
commitment, or attempted exit; fear can produce obedience, denial, religious return, or control of others.
Findings

The first theme concerns identity crisis and the search for meaning. Stavrogin has social prestige and
strong influence over others, but he does not convert the capacity to choose into stable commitment or
responsibility. His ambiguity makes him available for political projection: others can imagine him as leader,
symbol, or source of legitimacy even when he lacks a coherent program. Kirillov organizes his identity
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around an attempt to overcome fear of death and to prove absolute freedom through suicide. Stepan
Trofimovich represents a different problem: elevated intellectual language and generational self-image are
not matched by sustained ethical responsibility. Shatov is analytically important because he moves in the
opposite direction, attempting to leave an earlier ideological position and reconstruct commitment through
relation, family, and responsibility. These trajectories support the article’s distinction between identity
instability and violent radicalization: the former creates vulnerability or a search for certainty, but does not
determine the outcome.

The second theme is gradual radicalization and the logic of the group. Pyotr Verkhovensky functions as
the principal organizer. His power is less a matter of doctrinal depth than of managing information, status,
shame, threat, and dependency. He creates the impression of a much larger revolutionary network, converts
independent judgment into disloyalty, and uses secrecy to narrow the space for individual evaluation. Shared
wrongdoing is especially consequential. The planned murder of Shatov is not only an attempt to remove a
potential informer; it is also a way of binding members through common guilt. In this sense, radicalization is
represented as an accumulation of commitments that increases the cost of withdrawal. Moral vocabulary also
changes. Acts that could be named as lies, threats, betrayal, or murder are redescribed through terms such as
necessity, loyalty, organization, or the future. The process therefore involves a reduction in the capacity to
name and reassess one’s own actions, not simply movement toward more extreme opinions.

The third theme concerns terror management and existential anxiety. The novel distributes this problem
across different characters rather than giving it one behavioral outcome. Kirillov seeks mastery over death
through self-destruction; Stepan Trofimovich returns to religious signs at a moment of crisis; members of the
radical circle fear exposure, exclusion, and the consequences of exit; and Pyotr uses these fears as
instruments of control. Stavrogin’s anxiety appears in guilt, boredom, and moral numbness rather than direct
fear. The analysis therefore does not treat death awareness as an independent cause of extremism. Its
significance depends on the resources available for meaning, relation, and responsibility and on whether a
group offers an exclusive worldview that converts fear into obedience or hostility. The ethical outcome of
these mechanisms is clearest in the treatment of others. Shatov becomes an instrument of group cohesion
through his murder, while Matryosha and Maria Lebyadkina expose forms of individual and gendered
domination in which vulnerable persons are reduced to objects, secrets, or obstacles. Darya provides a
contrasting possibility of care, although care cannot by itself reverse a crisis when responsibility is refused.

Conclusion and Discussion

The analysis answers the research question by showing that Demons represents extremism through a
reciprocal relation among individual instability, group organization, and affective pressure. Identity crisis can
increase the search for belonging and certainty; the group can organize that search through mission,
boundaries, secrecy, and sanctions; fear of exclusion, exposure, meaninglessness, or death can then reinforce
dependence; and participation in coercion or violence can further bind identity to the group. The resulting
relation is cyclical rather than mechanically linear. Shatov’s attempted exit shows that the process is not
irreversible, while his death shows the cost of withdrawal from a group that has tied loyalty to secrecy and
shared guilt. The article also argues that the ethical threshold of extremism appears before overt political
violence: it emerges when another person is treated as a means of power, cohesion, pleasure, or elimination
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rather than as an independent bearer of dignity and responsibility. The interpretation is limited to the
narrative organization of Demons and to the Persian translation used for the analysis. It should not be
generalized as an empirical model of all forms of contemporary extremism. Its contribution is narrower: it
specifies how this novel connects identity, group dynamics, existential fear, and the instrumentalization of
others while retaining the divergent trajectories of its characters.
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