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Abstract

Love in classical Persian literature is not merely an emotional experience or a lyrical theme; in many narratives, it functions
as a significant force in characterization, decision-making, and narrative development. Focusing on women’s agency, the
present study comparatively examines the expression and enactment of love by Manizheh in Ferdowsi’s “Bijan and
Manizheh” and Shirin in Nizami’s Khosrow and Shirin within the framework of Robert Sternberg’s Triangular Theory of
Love. The study aims to explain how passion, intimacy, and commitment are transformed into agentic behaviors by these
female characters and to identify similarities and differences between their patterns of romantic agency. A descriptive-
analytical method with qualitative comparative content analysis was employed. The units of analysis consisted of speeches,
decisions, and actions contributing to the initiation, expression, maintenance, regulation, and continuation of romantic
relationships. The findings indicate that Manizheh assumes an active role from the beginning by choosing and inviting Bijan,
while her initial passion gradually develops into caregiving intimacy and sacrificial commitment. Her decision to remain
beside Bijan, acceptance of familial rejection, efforts to provide for his needs, and active participation in his rescue constitute
a pattern of “sacrificial-rescue agency.” Shirin, in contrast, combines intense passion and emotional commitment with a
persistent preservation of autonomy in her relationship with Khosrow. Her movement in search of the beloved, critical
dialogue, resistance to an unacceptable form of intimacy, and insistence on determining the conditions of union create a
pattern of “autonomous-negotiative agency.” Overall, the findings demonstrate that both characters move beyond the passive
position traditionally associated with the literary beloved and become active agents in shaping both love and narrative
development. Nevertheless, their agency is realized differently: Manizheh primarily through caregiving, sacrifice, and
rescue, and Shirin through choice, resistance, dialogue, and the regulation of relational boundaries.

Keywords: Women’s Agency, Expression of Love, Manizheh, Shirin, Triangular Theory of Love, Sternberg, Classical
Persian Literature.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Love constitutes one of the most persistent

and structurally significant themes in classical
Persian literature, particularly in lyric and
romantic narratives in which emotional
experience, separation, desire, fidelity,
sacrifice, and union become major forces of
characterization and narrative development.
Persian lyric literature has historically provided
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a privileged literary space for articulating
personal emotions and affective experiences
(1), while the long historical development of
Persian lyric traditions demonstrates the
centrality of love to the cultural and aesthetic
imagination of Persian poetry (2). The
language of love in Persian literature extends
beyond explicit declarations of affection and is
frequently encoded in metaphor, movement,
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dialogue, sacrifice, resistance, and patterns of
interpersonal behavior (3). Within such
narratives, however, female characters have
often been approached primarily through the
conventional category of the “beloved,” an
interpretive position that may obscure their
capacity to desire, choose, initiate, resist,
negotiate, and act. The present study
therefore reconsiders two prominent female
figures of classical Persian literature,
Manizheh in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh and
Shirin in Nizami Ganjavi’'s Khosrow and Shirin,
through the concept of women’s agency in the
expression of love. Manizheh is particularly
significant because her emotional attachment
to Bijan develops into a sequence of
consequential actions: she initiates contact,
facilitates intimacy, accepts severe social and
familial consequences, remains beside Bijan
during his imprisonment, provides for his
needs, and participates directly in the process
leading to his rescue (6). Psychological
analysis of Manizheh has similarly
emphasized the centrality of the need for love
in organizing her choices and behavior (7).
Shirin, by contrast, represents a different form
of female agency. Her love for Khosrow is
intense and persistent, yet it does not
eliminate her capacity for judgment, refusal, or
self-determination.  Throughout  Nizami’s
narrative, she travels in pursuit of love,
remains emotionally committed, rejects forms
of intimacy that violate her standards,
confronts Khosrow’s arrogance, and insists

that love must be compatible with dignity and

legitimate commitment (8). Previous research
applying psychological theories of love to
Khosrow  and Shirin has likewise
demonstrated that the relationship cannot be
reduced to physical attraction because
intimacy, passion, and commitment develop
together across the narrative (9). Accordingly,
the central purpose of the present study is to
compare the ways in which Manizheh and
Shirin transform emotional attachment into
purposeful action and to determine how their
agency can be interpreted through Sternberg’s
Triangular Theory of Love.

The conceptual framework of the study
combines Sternberg’s three-component model
of love with a text-centered understanding of
romantic agency. Sternberg conceptualizes
love through the interaction of intimacy,
passion, and decision/commitment, arguing
that different configurations of these
components generate distinct forms and
qualities of romantic attachment (11). Passion
refers primarily to motivational intensity,
attraction, desire, and the impulse toward
union; intimacy encompasses emotional
closeness, trust, support, mutual
understanding, and the experience of
connectedness; while decision/commitment
concerns both the recognition of love and the
sustained decision to preserve a relationship
over time. Literary applications of Sternberg’s
model have shown that these components can
be productively identified through
characterization, dialogue, behavior, and the

temporal development of fictional relationships
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(12). Research on female romantic characters
in classical Persian texts has also
demonstrated the usefulness of the triangular
model for distinguishing different structures of
attachment and relational behavior (13). The
present study, however, extends this
framework by treating the three components
not merely as internal psychological states but
as potential sources of observable agency.
Thus, passion is examined through such
actions as choosing a beloved, initiating
communication, seeking a meeting, travelling
toward the beloved, and openly expressing
desire; intimacy is examined through trust,
dialogue, emotional support, care, protection,
and responsiveness to vulnerability; and
commitment is identified through fidelity,
endurance, acceptance of relational costs,
resistance to external pressure, and deliberate
efforts to preserve or regulate the relationship.
This approach is consistent with conceptions
of love as an active rather than purely passive
affective capacity; Fromm, for example,
associates genuine loving with care,
responsibility, knowledge, and respect (15).
Likewise, interpersonal communication is not
reducible to the mere presence of emotion,
because relational closeness develops
through interaction, response, and the
exchange of meaning between individuals
(18). Emotional communication consequently
provides an important basis for interpreting
how intimacy becomes behaviorally visible in
literary relationships (19). In this study,

“‘women’s agency” therefore refers specifically

to a female character’'s capacity to convert
emotional experience into decisions and
actions that materially influence the formation,
continuation, boundaries, or outcome of a
romantic relationship.

Methodologically, the study employs a
gualitative descriptive-analytical design based
on comparative textual content analysis. The
primary corpus consists of the story of Bijan
and Manizheh in Ferdowsi’'s Shahnameh and
Nizami Ganjavi’'s Khosrow and Shirin. These
texts were selected because both contain
culturally prominent female characters whose
romantic relationships are central to narrative
development, while the contrasting epic and
lyric-romantic contexts permit meaningful
comparison between different manifestations
of female agency. Ferdowsi’s narrative
positions Manizheh within a politically charged
environment defined by the opposition
between Iran and Turan, meaning that her love
for Bijan intersects with familial authority,
ethnic-political boundaries, and the
vulnerability of a woman who chooses a man
belonging to the opposing side (6). Nizami’s
narrative situates Shirin in a prolonged
romantic structure in which desire is
intertwined with sovereignty, travel, rivalry,
marriage, separation, and the ethical
regulation of intimacy (8). Previous analyses
have underscored the aesthetic and narrative
significance of erotic love in Khosrow and
Shirin  (10), while other studies have
emphasized the transformative and morally

formative dimensions of love in Nizami’s
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treatment of romantic experience (24). The
unit of analysis in the present study was any
speech, decision, or action by Manizheh or
Shirin that contributed to the initiation,
expression, preservation, regulation, or
defense of the romantic relationship. The
analysis proceeded in two stages. First, each
character was examined independently in
relation to passion, intimacy, and commitment,
with particular attention to the behavioral
realization of each component. Second, the
two patterns were comparatively interpreted in
terms of initiation, emotional support, risk-
taking, resistance, negotiation, relationship
maintenance, and interaction with structures of
power. The analysis did not seek to impose
modern social norms directly upon medieval
literary characters; instead, agency was
operationalized within the internal logic of the
narratives by asking whether the female
character makes choices, initiates
consequential action, influences relational
outcomes, and maintains or modifies the
relationship through her own decisions.

Manizheh

demonstrate a pattern of agency that begins

The findings concerning
with direct romantic initiation and develops into
caregiving, sacrifice, and rescue-oriented
commitment. Her attraction to Bijan is initially
dominated by passion, but this passion
immediately becomes behavioral rather than
remaining internal. She seeks information
about Bijan, arranges a meeting, openly
invites him into her presence, and actively

receives him (6). In this respect, Manizheh is

not merely the object of the Iranian hero’s
gaze; she is herself a desiring subject who
identifies the beloved and takes steps toward
intimacy. This finding is consistent with
research emphasizing the psychological
importance of love and attachment in
Manizheh'’s characterization (7). Nevertheless,
the early stages of her passion also reveal the
potentially destabilizing force of intense desire,
particularly when her unwillingness to accept
separation leads her to exercise control over
Bijan’s movement. The narrative subsequently
transforms the meaning of her love when Bijan
is discovered, punished, and imprisoned. At
this stage, physical attraction can no longer
adequately explain her behavior. Manizheh
loses privilege, familial protection, wealth, and
social security, yet she remains emotionally
and physically connected to Bijan (6). Her
intimacy becomes most visible through care:
instead of abandoning an imprisoned and
powerless beloved, she searches for food,
remains near him, responds to his suffering,
and turns his vulnerability into the focus of her
own actions. Such behavior accords with an
understanding of love in which care and
responsibility distinguish sustained
attachment from momentary desire (15).
Commitment is equally evident because
Manizheh recognizes the costs of her choice
and nevertheless persists. Most importantly,
she eventually becomes an active participant
in Bijan’s rescue by  establishing
communication, conveying information, and

helping create the conditions through which

NY.N
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Rostam can locate and free him (6). Her
agency therefore reaches its strongest form
not when Bijan is a powerful heroic figure but
when he is incapacitated. On this basis,
Manizheh’s dominant pattern may be
described as sacrificial-rescue agency:
passion initiates the relationship, intimacy
becomes caregiving under conditions of
suffering, and commitment manifests itself
through endurance, loss, loyalty, and direct
participation in saving the beloved.

The findings concerning Shirin reveal a distinct
pattern in which passion is combined with self-
regulation, intimacy develops through
extended communication, and commitment
remains inseparable from autonomy and
relational boundary-setting. Like Manizheh,
Shirin is not merely selected by a male lover;
she herself becomes emotionally invested,
pursues knowledge of Khosrow, and
physically moves in search of the beloved (8).
Passion thus acts as a motivating force, but
unlike Manizheh’s more immediate and
impulsive early responses, Shirin repeatedly
demonstrates the capacity to delay
gratification and subject desire to personal
standards. Research on erotic love in Khosrow
and Shirin has identified attraction as a major
source of narrative movement (10), yet
Sternberg-based interpretations also indicate
that the relationship progressively acquires
intimacy and commitment beyond its initial
passion (9). Shirin’s intimacy is particularly
dialogical. Her relationship with Khosrow

develops through meetings, messages,

disagreements, criticism, advice, separation,
and renewed interaction. Rather than treating
conflict as evidence of emotional distance, the
analysis shows that her ability to speak
critically is itself part of an intimate relationship
in which she claims the right to evaluate the
beloved. She directly challenges Khosrow’s
pride and refuses to allow royal authority to
determine the terms of romantic access (8).
Her commitment is equally complex. Shirin
remains emotionally faithful even when
Khosrow turns toward other women and
experiences  substantial pain as a
consequence, yet she refuses to interpret
fidelity as submission. Her insistence that she
cannot simply be bound or captured
represents a powerful expression of self-
definition  within love. Consequently,
commitment in Shirin  should not be
understood as passive endurance; it is better
interpreted as autonomous commitment, in
which loyalty coexists with negotiation, refusal,
and insistence upon an acceptable form of
union. The comparative findings therefore
indicate that the same Sternbergian
components can generate strikingly different
behavioral patterns. Manizheh expresses
intimacy primarily through embodied care,
whereas Shirin expresses it more strongly
through communication and evaluative
dialogue; Manizheh demonstrates
commitment through sacrifice and remaining
beside a vulnerable beloved, whereas Shirin
commitment

demonstrates through

persistence combined with the preservation of
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personal boundaries. Both women also
confront power, but Manizheh acts primarily
against paternal and political authority, while
Shirin negotiates with the authority of the
beloved himself, who is simultaneously a king.
In conclusion, the comparative analysis
demonstrates that Manizheh and Shirin
represent two distinctive yet equally significant
forms of female romantic agency in classical
Persian literature. Neither character can
adequately be reduced to the passive role of a
beautiful beloved who merely inspires male
action. Both women perceive, desire, choose,
move, speak, endure, and make decisions that
directly alter the trajectories of their respective
narratives. Sternberg’s three components of
passion, intimacy, and commitment proved
especially useful when interpreted
behaviorally rather than simply used to classify
the relationships. In Manizheh, passion
becomes direct initiation, intimacy develops
into practical caregiving, and commitment
becomes sacrifice, endurance, and active
participation in rescue. Her agency is therefore
predominantly sacrificial and rescue-oriented.
In  Shirin, passion becomes purposeful
movement and sustained desire, intimacy
develops through dialogue and critical
engagement, and commitment is expressed
through fidelity without the surrender of
autonomy. Her agency is therefore
predominantly autonomous and negotiative.
The comparison further shows that female
agency operates differently according to the

narrative environment: the epic context places

Manizheh in situations of political danger,
imprisonment, survival, and rescue, whereas
the lyric-romantic structure of Shirin’s story
creates extended opportunities for negotiation,
postponement, conflict, self-definition, and
regulation of intimacy. Most importantly, the
findings challenge any simple opposition
between active and passive female
characters. Sacrifice does not automatically
signify passivity, just as resistance does not
imply the absence of love. Manizheh’s
willingness to relinquish privilege is meaningful
precisely because it is connected to deliberate
choice and subsequent action, while Shirin’s
refusal to submit is meaningful because it
occurs alongside persistent emotional
commitment. Thus, the two women
demonstrate that classical Persian literature
contains complex representations of female
subjects who are simultaneously beloved and
lover, emotionally vulnerable and capable of
decision, deeply committed and nevertheless
active in shaping the meaning, boundaries,

and future of love.

References
1. Moshtaghmehr R, Bafekr S. Content and
Formal Indicators of Lyric Literature. Research
Journal of Lyric Literature. 2016;14.
2. Naseri F. A Review of the History of Lyric
Literature in Iran. Dor-e Dari Quarterly, Islamic
Azad University, Najafabad Branch.
2015;5(14):67-82.
3. Saberi A. The Language of Love in Persian
Literature. Art of Language Quarterly.
2018;3(2):7-28.
4. Ghafari Nasab E, Refahat F. Representation
of Women's Position in Iranian Traditional Music
of the 1980s. Woman in Culture and Arts.
2019;11(3):325-44.



VP2 Jlo (ol osled qvomiy 039 ¢ owyld Oldl 9 O duseis™ 4y 4l

5. Alireza Nejad S. Transformation of Women's
Experience of Love and Marriage: An
Ethnographic Study of Educated and Employed
Urban Women in Tehran. Strategic Studies of
Sports and Youth. 2017(38):185-204.

6. Ferdowsi A. Shahnameh. Tehran: Sokhan;
2015.

7. Zarei F. Examining the Need for Love in the
Characters Rudabeh and Manijeh Based on
Maslow's Psychological Theory. Research
Journal of Lyric Literature. 2023;21(40):97-114.
8. Nizami Ganjavi EiY. Khosrow and Shirin. 4th
ed. Tehran: Zavvar; 2019.

9. Hosseinabadi S, Tajvardi Z. Sternberg's
Triangular Theory of Love and Its Application to
Nizami's Khosrow and Shirin and Asad
Gorgani's Vis and Ramin. Stylistics of Persian
Poetry and Prose (Bahar-e Adab). 2021(62):90-
102.

10. Abdollahzadeh T, Torkamani
Barandouzi V. Eros Love as a Source of
Narrative Beauty in Vis and Ramin and Khosrow
and Shirin: Based on John Lee's Theory.
Comparative Literature Inquiry. 2022(19):158-
79.

11. Sternberg RJ. Love Is a Story.
Tehran: Katibeh Parsi; 2017.
12. Mahmoudi M. Sternberg's Theory of

Love and a Comparative Critique of
Contemporary Fiction. Interdisciplinary Literary
Research. 2020;2(3):260-91.

13. Jalali J, Zaheri Abdvand E. Analysis
of Romantic Relationship Patterns of Female
Characters in Attar's Masnavis Based on
Sternberg's Triangular Theory of Love.
Research Journal of Literary Texts of the Iraqi
Period. 2022;3(4):9-26.

14. Pahlavan M. Reason and Love in the
Poetry of Shah Nematollah Vali. Islamic
Mysticism Quarterly. 2022;19(74).

15. Fromm E. The Art of Loving. 33rd ed.
Tehran: Morvarid; 2018.

16. Solomon RC. The Virtue of Erotic
Love. About Love: Ney Publishing; 2016.

17. Acevedo BP, Fisher HE, Brown LL. A
Neuroimaging Perspective on Love and
Intimacy: Implications for Relationship Science.
Journal of Marriage and Family.
2022;84(3):635-52.

18. Pour Mohammad S. Developing a
Communication Model for Interpersonal
Relationships in Everyday Life. Sociological
Studies. 2022;29(1):539-59.

19. Arasteh HR. Emotional
Communication: Concepts, Theories, and
Applications. Journal of Psychology and
Educational Sciences. 2016(2):1-20.

20. Shahroui S. The Relationship of
Marital Intimacy and Life Satisfaction with the

Mediating Roles of Love, Dyadic Adjustment,
and Marital Satisfaction among Employees.
Psychological Achievements, Shahid Chamran
University of Ahvaz. 2021;28(2):37-58.

21. Salehi Ta-S, Rezaeian Bilandi H.
The Role of Perceived Parenting Styles and
Attachment Styles in Predicting Women's
Marital Intimacy. Islamic Studies of Women and
Family. 2019(11):119-39.

22. Mozaffarpour Khoshroudi SF.
Analysis of Manifestations of the Self-Actualized
Personality in Saadi's Bustan and Golestan
through a Comparative Application of Rogers'
Theory. Research Journal of Didactic Literature.
2022;14(54):153-78.

23. Motaghinia MR. Rumi's
Psychotherapeutic Approaches in the Story of
the King and the Handmaiden in the Masnhavi.
Research in Mystical Literature. 2017(32):143-
58.

24, Shabanzadeh M. Sweet Passion: An
Essay on Nizami's Mystical Conception of Love.
Research  Journal of Lyric Literature.
2016(14):73-94.

25, De Angelis B. Choosing Love.
Tehran: Ketab Parseh; 2018.
26. Narmanjy SM, Nowkarizi M.

Foundations of Communication Studies. 1st ed.
Tehran: SAMT; 2018.



