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Abstract

National epics are expressions of the beliefs, culture, and ancient customs of a people, created based on myths and rituals. Ferdowsi is a
poet who both "creates and composes epics," and epic poetry is defined as a genre that evokes the spirit of zeal, bravery, intensity, and
resistance—whether its theme is inherently epic or centered on the story of a hero. Shiite epic upbringing, grounded in ancient culture and
religious tradition, serves as a pathway to opening new horizons in social function and decisive historical arenas—an endeavor whose
necessity is increasingly felt. The present study aims to examine the commonalities between national epic and religious epic. Using a
descriptive-analytical method and relying on library research, this study seeks to analyze the epics of Rostam in the Shahnameh by
referring to the foundations and teachings of the Qur'an. The findings of this study indicate that although the foundations of national epic
align with those of Islamic education, there are aspects within the national epic that diverge from Islamic educational paradigms. These
distinctions are explored in the current research.

Keywords: Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, national epic, Rostam, religious epic.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The epic tradition in Iran, particularly as
epitomized by Ferdowsi’'s Shahnameh,
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represents a convergence of cultural, spiritual,

and nationalistic elements that define both the
collective memory and idealized virtues of the
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Iranian people. Epic, derived from the Arabic
root “h-m-s,” connotes intensity and resolve,
and in Persian literary contexts, it is imbued
with the spirit of bravery, honor, and human
excellence. Unlike the modern restricted
connotation of military engagement, epic
encompasses a broader domain,
encompassing grand human endeavors and
moral challenges. Ferdowsi’s epic vision is not
merely literary but deeply ideological, rooting
the confrontation of good versus evil in Iranian
identity, while metaphorically casting enemies
like the Turanians and the Divs as
manifestations of moral and spiritual
corruption (1, 2). His celebration of virtues—
truthfulness, justice, courage, patriotism, and
fidelity—reflects both a national ethos and a
religious vision aligned with Shiite values.
Through the figure of Rostam, Ferdowsi
immortalizes an archetype of the epic hero
whose greatness transcends physical prowess
to encompass moral integrity, loyalty to
homeland, and resistance to tyranny. This
intersection of national and religious epics
invites a deeper examination of the ideological
layers in Shahnameh, particularly where it
echoes Islamic values while preserving pre-
Islamic cultural identity.

The evolution of epic tradition in Persian
literature reflects a transition from oral
performance to textual canonization,
beginning with ancient gousan performers and
culminating in sophisticated literary
compositions like Ferdowsi’'s Shahnameh. As

noted by Safa, nations are the creators of their

own epics, and poets serve as vessels to
formalize collective narratives (3). These
narratives were shaped from the time of the
Achaemenids and Sassanids, with their
earliest compilation, Khwaday-Namag,
forming the basis for Ferdowsi’s monumental
work (4, 5). Despite the wealth of studies on
religious epics, particularly those highlighting
figures such as Imam Ali (6), stylistic analyses
(7), and explorations into lesser-known
religious epics (8, 9, 22), few, if any, have
sought to draw parallels between the national
epic of Rostam and the religious epic tradition.
This study fills that gap, positioning the
Shahnameh not just as a literary artifact, but
as a potential moral and pedagogical
instrument that resonates with religious
themes like divine justice, valor sanctified by
purpose, and resistance against oppression.

The methodological approach of this research
is predominantly qualitative and analytical-
descriptive, drawing from well-established
textual sources and guided by an interpretive
framework that prioritizes fidelity to both
textual integrity and conceptual clarity. The
selected corpus focuses on the martial exploits
of Rostam, particularly his battles and
decisions, and interprets them through the
lens of Quranic and religious ethical
principles. Data collection was conducted
using document analysis techniques centered
on the verses of Shahnameh, with layers of
meaning extracted through conceptual coding
supervised by academic experts. The

integration of Ferdowsi’s verses with Islamic
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doctrinal values—especially notions of jihad,
patience, courage, and justice—provides a
fresh hermeneutic perspective. Central to this
analysis is the notion that Rostam’s character
embodies values that align not only with
ancient Iranian ideals but also with the spiritual
heroism exalted in religious epics. His
repeated preference for peace over conflict,
his unwavering loyalty to the crown despite
having the power to seize it, and his disdain for
personal gain, all evoke the Islamic ideal of the
mujahid—the spiritual warrior motivated not by
personal ambition but by divine purpose (1, 12).
The discussion reveals a series of thematic
convergences between national and religious
epics. In Ferdowsi’s narrative, epic is not
limited to conquest and physical battle; it
encompasses ethical resistance, moral
courage, and even restraint. Rostam, for
instance, repeatedly exhibits humility in
victory, refuses the throne when offered, and
chooses righteous kingship over personal rule
(11). His confrontations with figures such as
Esfandiar reveal a deep inner conflict between
duty, loyalty, and ethical boundaries. Despite
possessing the weapon that can kill Esfandiar,
he repeatedly pleads for peace, knowing full
well the religious and political consequences
of fratricide. Such restraint and appeal to
higher moral authority mirror the attitudes of
religious figures in Islamic tradition, where
conflict is sanctioned only when all avenues for
peace are exhausted. Furthermore, the
themes of fidelity, self-sacrifice, and moral

clarity are consistently reinforced in his battles

against invaders like Poladvand and
Afraasiab, where his motivation is the defense
of Iranian sovereignty rather than personal
glory (10, 13).

Additionally, the study finds that Rostam's
intellectual acumen and emotional intelligence
distinguish him not just as a physical hero, but
as a moral philosopher and strategist. His
tactical decisions against foes like Akvan Div
and his moral persuasion in the case of Bijan’s
rescue reflect not only his martial genius but
also his capacity for foresight, compassion,
and psychological insight (15, 16). These traits
mirror the rationality and patience emphasized
in religious epics, where a true hero must
demonstrate both strength and wisdom.
Rostam’s capacity for forgiveness, as seen
when he convinces Bijan to forgive Gorgin
Milad, underscores the value of mercy—a
cardinal virtue in Islamic ethics. The didactic
dimension of his interactions thus transcends
epic spectacle to deliver enduring moral
lessons. This element is particularly significant
in stories involving betrayal and reconciliation,
such as his final act of vengeance against
Shaghad, where even in death, Rostam
maintains his moral code by exacting justice
without cruelty. In this sense, the Shahnameh
becomes a canvas not only for -cultural
memory but also for theological reflection,
where the lines between national heroism and
divine virtue blur.

In conclusion, this analysis reaffirms the
interpretive richness of Shahnameh as a dual

epic—a literary work that functions
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simultaneously within the domains of national
mythology and religious ethics. While it retains
its cultural and historical distinctiveness rooted
in ancient Persian traditions, it also resonates
deeply with Islamic values such as justice,
sacrifice, faith, and moral rectitude. Ferdowsi’s
Rostam is more than a mythic warrior; he is a
moral exemplar, a leader of integrity, a servant
of the people, and a man attuned to the will of
a higher moral order. By framing the
Shahnameh within the discourse of religious
epic, this research invites new modes of
reading that are both philological and ethical,
encouraging scholars to revisit the text not just
as a repository of legend, but as a vehicle for
spiritual and social instruction in line with the

ideals of both epic and scripture.
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