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The Art of Defense in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh
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Abstract

Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, the greatest epic of Persian literature, is not merely a collection of battles and heroic tales but a profound
philosophical, ethical, and cultural meditation on the survival of Iranian identity. Within this monumental text, defense is conceptualized
not only as military confrontation but as a multidimensional art encompassing wisdom, justice, cultural creativity, and spirituality. The
analysis of the preface and the early books of the Shahnameh demonstrates how defense emerges in various forms—natural, legitimate,
technological, cultural, and social—as the very foundation of civilization. Figures such as Keyumars, Hushang, Tahmuras, Jamshid,
Fereydun, Sam, Zal, Rostam, Siyavash, and Kay Khosrow each embody distinct aspects of the art of defense, ranging from natural and
technological protection to ethical, cultural, and sacred defense. Through powerful language and symbolic narratives, Ferdowsi transforms
defense into an eternal identity marker, while his preservation of the Persian language itself stands as the highest form of cultural defense.
This study argues that defense in the Shahnameh is not limited to martial valor but constitutes a civilizational art, forming the central
theme of Ferdowsi’s epic vision.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The Shahnameh of Ferdowsi represents one

of the most profound literary monuments of

Iranian culture, a text that has preserved the
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historical memory, mythological imagination,
and ethical values of the Persian-speaking

world. At its core, this monumental epic is not
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only a repository of stories about kings and
heroes, but also a philosophical reflection on
the meaning of defense, justice, and survival
within a turbulent historical landscape.
Ferdowsi’s narrative continually shifts between
myth, legend, and history, weaving together
stories that highlight how communities and
individuals safeguard their dignity, their faith,
their families, and their land. The notion of
defense in this sense transcends the simple
framework of war or armed conflict and
encompasses intellectual, moral, cultural, and
spiritual dimensions that are essential for the
endurance of Iranian identity. Through careful
philological work and modern literary analysis,
scholars have shown how Ferdowsi’s epic
constructs a multi-layered discourse where
defense is inseparable from wisdom, morality,
and justice (2, 8). Indeed, in the preface of the
Shahnameh, Ferdowsi immediately situates
defense not in military instruments but in the
cultivation of khirad (reason), which functions
as a spiritual shield for humanity against
ignorance, tyranny, and disorder (7, 12). This
conceptualization of defense as a universal
necessity underscores Ferdowsi’'s capacity to
go beyond the limitations of a mere national
chronicle and instead to compose a universal
epic that resonates with human struggles
across time.

The theoretical foundations of defense in the
Shahnameh emerge from a unique
intersection of mythological archetypes and
socio-political realities. The early mythical
kings—such as Keyumars, Hushang, and

Tahmuras—represent successive stages in
the human endeavor to defend existence
through adaptation to nature, discovery of
technologies, and the organization of
collective life. Keyumars embodies a
primordial stage of natural defense, where
humanity  survives  through instinctive
protection against external threats. His son
Siyamak introduces the notion of legitimate
defense, sacrificing his life in a battle that
illustrates the inseparability of defense from
justice. Hushang then integrates defense with
technological advancement, namely through
the discovery of fire, symbolizing how human
ingenuity becomes a tool for protection.
Tahmuras exemplifies cultural defense,
conquering the demonic forces not only by
force but also by acquiring knowledge,
teaching writing systems, and subduing chaos
with order (10, 22). These mythical layers of
the epic suggest that defense has always been
the condition of human civilization, extending
far beyond martial encounters. In later
sections, the figure of Jamshid demonstrates
how defense may rely on social organization
and the soft power of law, although his moral
downfall reveals that without ethical
grounding, even the strongest defensive
structures collapse. The rebellion of Zahhak
and the eventual uprising of Fereydun
illustrate that defense ultimately requires the
mobilization of the collective, linking the idea
of resistance to justice and popular will. This
demonstrates

diachronic perspective

Ferdowsi’'s vision that defense is at once a
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personal, cultural, and civilizational duty, a
dynamic principle woven into the very fabric of
Iranian myth and history (3, 4).

The epic heroes of the Shahnameh further
embody the practical and ethical dimensions
of defense, each presenting a particular mode
of safeguarding truth and justice. The figure of
Sam personifies the legitimacy of heroic
defense rooted in wisdom and social
responsibility. His son Zal, despite his unusual
appearance and marginalization, becomes a
defender of love and reason against blind
prejudice, and his union with Rudabeh reflects
the fusion of personal defense with cultural
reconciliation. Rudabeh herself exemplifies a
unique form of feminine defense, asserting her
right to choice and agency, and in this way,
Ferdowsi introduces the rarely acknowledged
dimension of women’s voices within the epic
tradition (16, 17). Rostam, as the greatest
warrior of Iran, embodies the quintessential
defender of the land. From his miraculous birth
to the arduous Seven Labors and his defense
of Iran against foreign invaders, Rostam
symbolizes the fusion of courage, loyalty, and
national duty. Yet, Ferdowsi also complicates
the notion of heroic defense by situating
Rostam within tragic conflicts, most notably
the story of Sohrab, where defense becomes
entangled with ignorance and fate, showing
the painful contradictions that human beings
face in their attempts to protect what they hold
sacred (1, 21). The tragedy of Siyavash
represents another level of defense—moral
defense—where a prince chooses fidelity to

truth and honor over survival, demonstrating
that true defense does not always require the
sword but may be realized in sacrifice and
integrity. Finally, Kay Khosrow presents the
culmination of this ethical trajectory by linking
defense to spirituality and justice, merging the
heroic and the sacred in a vision where
defense becomes synonymous with divine
order and cosmic balance (5, 6).

Equally significant is the manner in which
Ferdowsi encodes defense within the very
language and narrative structure of the
Shahnameh. Scholars have emphasized how
the epic’s rhetorical economy produces
moments of condensed intensity where a
single line encapsulates the entire ethos of
defense (14). The alternation between prose-
like simplicity and elevated poetic diction
creates an effect where defense is not only
depicted but enacted in the rhythm and
structure of the verse. Narrative oppositions—
such as good and evil, truth and falsehood,
order and chaos—function as interpretive axes
that frame defense as a perpetual battle within
both the external and internal worlds (2, 23).
The music of the epic, with its alliteration,
rhythm, and repetition, amplifies the sense of
heroic struggle and the urgency of protection.
Visual imagery further reinforces these
dynamics: the descriptions of battle scenes,
weaponry, and banners are not merely
ornamental but create a symbolic vocabulary
where each element stands for larger
concepts of justice, loyalty, and resistance (9,
15). Most importantly, Ferdowsi transforms the
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Persian language itself into a medium of
defense, preserving and revitalizing it at a time
when political and cultural pressures
threatened its survival. In this sense, the
Shahnameh is both a literary defense of
identity and a cultural act of resistance. The
language of the poem thus becomes a
defensive stronghold, ensuring that Iranian
heritage could endure despite historical
challenges (20, 25).

The contemporary scholarly debate on
defense in the Shahnameh reflects an effort to
bridge traditional literary criticism with modern
theories of warfare, sociology, and cultural
studies. While classical commentators
emphasized the historical and moral lessons
of the epic, modern researchers have
analyzed the text in relation to concepts such
as cultural identity, social rituals of war, and
the politics of epic narrative (17, 19).
Comparative approaches have further situated
Ferdowsi within a global epic tradition, noting
similarities with Homeric and biblical narratives
where defense serves as both a narrative
device and a moral imperative (11, 18). Recent
studies underscore the relevance of
Ferdowsi’s conceptualization of defense for
contemporary discourses, especially in
contexts of national resistance and cultural
survival (9, 15). The present research thus
builds upon this body of scholarship by
demonstrating that defense in the Shahnameh
is not confined to martial heroics but
encompasses ethical, cultural, and spiritual
domains. By integrating close readings of the

text with theoretical frameworks, this study
situates Ferdowsi’'s masterpiece as a timeless
discourse of survival and justice.

In conclusion, the Shahnameh portrays
defense as a multi-dimensional art that
integrates physical courage, ethical integrity,
cultural creativity, and spiritual awareness. It
demonstrates that defense is not merely a
reaction to external threats but a proactive
cultivation of values that ensure the endurance
of human dignity and collective identity. From
the first mythical kings to the last legendary
heroes, the epic depicts defense as the
foundation of civilization, the safeguard of
justice, and the symbol of collective memory.
Ferdowsi himself, through his monumental
effort to preserve the Persian language and
culture, stands as the greatest defender of all,
a poet whose pen functioned as a weapon in
the cultural struggles of his time. The epic thus
speaks across centuries, offering enduring
lessons about the nature of resistance, the
necessity of justice, and the sanctity of cultural
survival. This study highlights how defense in
the Shahnameh transcends the battlefield,
becoming an eternal principle of life, ethics,

and identity.
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