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Abstract

The present study examines the popular beliefs and folk traditions in the heroic era of the Shahnameh, based on the assumption that
popular beliefs occupy a special place in the Shahnameh and reflect the intellectual system of Iranians of that period. The aim of the
research is to strengthen the identity of a nation and to expand readers’ awareness of the popular beliefs of the 10th century. The research
method is library-based. The most important finding of the study is that Ferdowsi employed elements of folk culture, in accordance with
the situation and context, to express his ideas. The Shahnameh is the national epic narrating the bravery of a nation and is filled with
ideals, aspirations, customs, and historical and cultural events. Since popular beliefs and folk traditions are considered a part of the culture
of Persian literature and have played a significant role in the growth and development of cultural communities over centuries, familiarity
with and awareness of the culture and customs of a nation’s past seems essential for those interested in the national identity and historical

background of their homeland.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study investigates the cultural
components embedded in the heroic section of
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, emphasizing their
socio-historical significance and their role in
shaping Iranian national identity. Cultural and
social issues, long recognized as core themes
in sociology, are fundamental to the vitality and
continuity of any society. In the Iranian
historical  context, foreign invasions—
particularly by Arabs and Central Asian
Turks—created profound cultural crises and
threatened indigenous traditions, leading to a
weakening of social cohesion and national
unity. The Shahnameh, composed in this era
of turbulence, emerges as a monumental effort
by Ferdowsi to preserve the cultural heritage
and identity of Iranians. As observed, without

Ferdowsi’s literary preservation, much of Iran’s
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cultural memory might have been lost (1). In
the fourth century AH, a cultural revival
movement among Iranians sought to
reconstruct  historical and mythological
identity, with Ferdowsi’s work standing as the
most significant product of this movement, due
both to his noble Iranian lineage and deep
familiarity with pre-Islamic heritage (2). The
Shahnameh serves not only as an epic
narrative of valor but also as a structured
repository of shared social traditions, moral
ideals, and political philosophy, thus
functioning as a sociocultural defense against
cultural erosion. From a sociological
perspective, understanding these elements is
critical, particularly for younger generations, to
develop a correct awareness of their cultural

and historical identity.
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A comprehensive literature review reveals that
while numerous studies have examined
aspects of the Shahnameh, most have
focused narrowly on isolated cultural, social, or
historical motifs, often drawing on selected
verses to support predetermined arguments
rather than systematically analyzing the work
as a whole. For instance, Sadeghi et al.
analyzed sociological discourse in the Bahram
Gar and Shangal story using Van Leeuwen’s
model, revealing high frequencies of
sociocultural semantics reflecting power
structures and ideology (3). Shiroudi and
Jahanbakhsh applied Norman Fairclough’s
hermeneutic model to explore religion—state
dynamics, finding that while governance
remains structurally constant, religion evolves
from simplicity to complexity over the course of
the epic (4). Norouzpour Shirazi examined
translation strategies for cultural elements,
identifying literal translation as most frequent,
particularly for challenging social and religious
concepts (5). Other works, such as Gilani’s
study of Ghdrid culture, illustrate how
Shahnameh-derived customs persisted in later
dynasties (6), while Fallah et al. demonstrated
Ferdowsi’s use of critical discourse strategies
to encode Iranian superiority (7). Aghakhani
Bijeni and Mohammadi Fesharki investigated
the social functions of festivals in the
Shahnameh, highlighting their role in
reinforcing unity and identity (8). Yet, despite
these contributions, no prior research has
comprehensively addressed the full spectrum

of cultural components in the heroic section,

which this study undertakes through an
integrated, systematic approach.
Methodologically, this research employs a
documentary  analysis combined  with
conceptual content analysis to systematically
extract and quantify cultural components from
20,000 verses in the heroic section of the
Shahnameh. Content analysis, defined as the
objective and systematic quantification of
message characteristics (9), focuses here on
the frequency and contextual presence of
selected cultural concepts, whether explicit or
implicit (10). The process involved identifying
verses containing cultural and social motifs,
then coding and analyzing them using Excel
and SPSS. The theoretical framing draws on
established definitions of culture, from Tylor’s
classic anthropological description as “that
complex whole” of knowledge, belief, art,
morals, law, and custom (1, 6), to Sapir’s
conceptualization of culture as unconscious
behavioral systems (11), and Hall’s definition
emphasizing lived ideologies (4). The work
also situates itself in the tradition of British
cultural studies, tracing its evolution from mid-
20th-century analyses of popular culture and
media hegemony to later ethnographic studies
of subcultures and identity politics (4, 10). This
theoretical foundation allows for interpreting
the Shahnameh not only as a literary artifact
but also as a sociocultural system embedded
in historical processes.

The findings indicate that cultural heritage—
particularly intangible heritage related to

religion—emerges as the most emphasized
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category, appearing 745 times, with frequent
references to divine attributes (254), religious
belief (211), religious figures (129), and
religious behavior (93). Among customs and
traditions (756 occurrences), marriage rites
(163), reception rituals (85), punishment
customs (61), and oath-taking (54) are most
prominent. Belief systems, especially fatalism
(301), are also strongly represented. Ethical
conduct is addressed through both positive
traits (226) and condemnation of negative
behaviors (242). Other components include
character virtues and vices, leisure activities,
and mythological deities. The quantitative data
reveal a broad, integrated cultural schema in
the heroic section, where religious, ethical,
and customary elements interlace to create a
coherent vision of Iranian identity. This vision
underscores the Shahnameh’s dual function:
preserving historical memory and providing
normative models for behavior, governance,
and community life.

The narrative analysis further illustrates how
these components manifest within the epic’s
central episodes, notably the Rostam and
Esfandiyar cycle. Esfandiyar, unique among
princes for uniting kingship and heroism,
embodies a complex intersection of mythical,
epic, and religious traits (12). His conflict with
Rostam encapsulates dualities such as
freedom versus duty, old versus new, and fate
versus human will (9, 11). Importantly, neither
side can be easily labeled right or wrong,
reflecting a sophisticated moral landscape.
This epic confrontation is foreshadowed

through atmospheric cues, as Ferdowsi’s
prologue intertwines the joy of spring with
ominous storm imagery (13), signaling the
impending tragedy. The interplay of personal
ambition, royal authority, religious obligation,
and familial loyalty creates a rich tableau
where cultural values—such as obedience to
the king, the sanctity of oaths, and the
prioritization of national defense—are tested
under extreme conditions. Through such
stories, the Shahnameh not only entertains but
also reinforces the moral and cultural codes it
seeks to preserve.

In broader terms, the Shahnameh’s portrayal
of rulers and heroes reflects Ferdowsi’s ideal
of the “just king,” a sovereign endowed with
divine glory (farr-e izadi), wisdom, justice, and
piety. Deviation from divine order results in
loss of legitimacy and cosmic disorder, as
vividly depicted in verses linking a ruler's
injustice to natural calamities. Conversely, the
heroes—though  often  outside  formal
kingship—embody the virtues of fairness,
courage, and loyalty, extending justice even to
their enemies. This idealized model of
leadership serves both as a critique of
historical rulers who failed these standards
and as an aspirational template for
governance. The cultural components
identified in this study thus operate at multiple
levels: as narrative devices, moral exemplars,
and sociopolitical commentary. By
systematically cataloging and analyzing these
elements, the research underscores the

Shahnameh’s enduring relevance as a source
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of cultural continuity and identity formation,
offering insights applicable to contemporary
discussions on cultural preservation and
national cohesion.

In conclusion, the heroic section of the
Shahnameh functions as a dense cultural text,
integrating religious belief, ethical conduct,
social customs, and collective memory into a
unified vision of lranian identity. Ferdowsi’s
deliberate preservation and poetic
rearticulation of these elements have allowed
the Shahnameh to transcend its medieval
origins and remain a living influence on Iranian
cultural consciousness. The systematic
documentation of these cultural components
not only enriches scholarly understanding of
the Shahnameh but also provides a valuable
framework for cultural revival initiatives in the

modern era.
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