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A Psychological Analysis of the Collective Functions of Religion in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and
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Abstract

The present study comparatively analyzes the collective functions of religion in two foundational works of Persian literature,
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and Rumi’s Masnavi, based on two fundamental theoretical frameworks: Freudian psychoanalysis
and Jungian analytical psychology. In both works, religion, beyond its individual effects, functions as a determining force
in shaping social cohesion, legitimizing power, and confronting collective threats. The findings indicate that, in both works,
the collective functions of religion can be classified into three principal domains: ethnic and national cohesion, political
legitimacy, and confrontation with evil and demonic forces. Nevertheless, the nature, mechanisms, and ultimate objectives
of these functions differ fundamentally between the two works. In the Shahnameh, religion, through its emphasis on shared
rituals, the religious construction of the enemy, and the concept of “divine glory” (farr-e izadi), seeks to establish social
order, regulate collective instincts, and consolidate national-religious identity. By contrast, in the Masnavi, religion, centered
on the “inner unity of religions,” “tolerance and forbearance,” and the ritual of sama, seeks to heal the wounds of the
collective psyche, restrain sectarian violence, and foster peace within a multicultural society. Employing a library-based
research method and an analytical-descriptive approach, this article elucidates the theoretical foundations and examines
textual evidence from both works. It demonstrates that the Shahnameh and the Masnavi, each in its own distinctive language,
offer a model for collective psychological well-being in confronting the crises of their respective eras—namely, a crisis of
identity and a crisis of meaning—and, from this perspective, retain enduring psychotherapeutic value for contemporary
societies.

Keywords: psychology of religion, collective functions of religion, Shahnameh, Masnavi, Freud, Jung, archetype, social
cohesion.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Religion in classical Persian literature

functions not merely as a system of individual
belief or personal spirituality, but as a major
cultural and psychological force that
contributes to collective identity, social
cohesion, political legitimacy, and communal
responses to crisis. This study comparatively
examines the collective functions of religion in
two foundational works of Persian literature,
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and Rumi’s Masnavi-
ye Ma'navi, through the theoretical
perspectives of Sigmund Freud and Carl
Gustav Jung. Although the two works emerge
from different literary genres and intellectual
traditions, they both portray religion as a
mechanism through which societies interpret
suffering, regulate collective  behavior,
confront existential threats, and preserve
symbolic  continuity. The  Shahnameh,
grounded in epic narrative, Iranian myth,
heroic memory, and pre-Islamic cultural
traditions, presents religion as closely
intertwined with national identity, ritual
solidarity, political authority, justice, and the
struggle against demonic and destructive
forces (10, 11). The Masnavi, by contrast,
approaches religion primarily through mystical,
discourse and

ethical, and spiritual

emphasizes love, tolerance, inner
transformation, and the transcendence of

sectarian boundaries (13, 18). From the

L3S Wl LSS s OB 5 eles s ol 55K s
Bl o,
perspective of the psychology of religion,
these two literary traditions can therefore be
read as distinctive cultural responses to
collective  psychological needs. Freud’s
conceptualization of religion as a cultural
structure that regulates instinctual impulses,
reduces anxiety, and reinforces communal
norms provides one analytical axis (1, 2).
Jung’s theory of archetypes, the collective
unconscious, individuation, and religious
symbolism provides another framework
through which religious myths and rituals may
be understood as manifestations of shared
psychic structures that facilitate meaning,
integration, and psychological continuity (6, 7,
9). Accordingly, the principal aim of this study
is to identify and compare the major collective
functions of religion in the Shahnameh and the
Masnavi and to explain how these functions
may be interpreted in Freudian and Jungian
terms.
The theoretical foundation of the study rests
on the assumption that religion performs
important psychological functions not only for
individuals but also for collectivities. In
Freudian psychoanalysis, human behavior
emerges from the dynamic interaction of the
id, ego, and superego, while civilization
depends on the regulation and redirection of
instinctual energies. Religion, within this
framework, may reinforce collective norms,
restrain

aggression, reduce anxiety
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concerning death and uncertainty, and
contribute to the maintenance of social order
(1, 2). Religious beliefs, rituals, prohibitions,
and shared symbols can therefore operate as
components of a collective superego through
which  social communities internalize
standards of conduct and establish boundaries
between permissible and prohibited behavior.
Religion can also provide symbolic protection
against existential insecurity by giving
meaning to suffering, death, misfortune, and
uncontrollable natural or social threats (3, 4).
Jung, in contrast, does not reduce religion to
defensive illusion or cultural repression. For
him, religious symbols and myths express the
deeper  structures of the collective
unconscious and embody archetypal patterns
that recur across cultures and historical
periods (6, 8). Archetypes such as the Hero,
the Wise Old Man, the Shadow, and the Self
structure both individual and collective
experience, and their symbolic appearance in
myths and rituals can facilitate psychic
integration. Religious practice consequently
serves as a means of connecting conscious
social life with the deeper symbolic heritage of
a community. Rituals may create experiences
of the numinous, allowing individuals to
transcend narrowly personal identity and
participate in a psychologically meaningful
collective order (9). This perspective is
especially useful for analyzing Persian literary
traditions in which mythical, religious, ethical,
and political motifs are closely interwoven. The

Shahnameh contains numerous archetypal

configurations centered on kingship, heroic
struggle, ancestral memory, justice, and the
confrontation with evil, while the Masnavi
repeatedly invokes the Wise Old Man, spiritual
guide, mystical death, rebirth, love, and the
journey toward the Self (5, 19, 20).

Methodologically, the study employs a library-
based, comparative, analytical-descriptive
approach. The primary textual materials
consist of selected narratives, motifs, rituals,
ethical teachings, and symbolic episodes from
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and Rumi’s Masnavi-
ye Ma'navi (10, 14). Relevant passages were
examined in relation to recurrent collective
religious functions, and the interpretive
categories were subsequently organized
around three principal dimensions: the
creation and reinforcement of social or
national cohesion, the religious legitimation of
authority, and the confrontation with collective
forms of evil, anxiety, violence, and disorder.
These dimensions were then interpreted
through concepts derived from Freudian
psychoanalysis and Jungian analytical
psychology. The analysis also draws on
historical and literary studies that illuminate the
cultural contexts within which the two works
developed. Research on Iranian epic traditions
demonstrates that epic literature participated
in the preservation and reconstruction of
Iranian historical and national memory and
was shaped by conflicts concerning political
legitimacy, dynastic authority, and religious
identity (11). Likewise, studies of Rumi

emphasize the social significance of religious
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tolerance, mystical inclusivity, and the ethical
universality of his thought (13, 17). The study
does not attempt to diagnose either author
psychologically, nor does it reduce their
literary works to psychoanalytic categories.
Rather, Freud and Jung are employed as
interpretive frameworks for understanding the
collective  psychological meanings that
religious motifs assume within the textual
worlds of the two works. Particular attention is
given to the ways in which shared rituals,
symbolic figures, religious concepts, and
narratives of conflict provide communities with
mechanisms for organizing collective emotion,
reducing social anxiety, defining moral
boundaries, and maintaining a coherent image
of communal identity. In this respect, the
research treats literature as a symbolic
repository through which historically situated
societies articulate enduring psychological
needs and cultural strategies for coping with
instability, suffering, and existential
uncertainty.

The findings concerning the Shahnameh
indicate that religion performs a strongly
integrative, legitimizing, and protective
collective function. Social and national
cohesion is repeatedly constructed through
shared rituals, common invocations of divine
authority, ancestral customs, collective
mourning, and symbolic opposition between
Iran and forces represented as hostile,
destructive, or demonic. Communal prayer
and ritual observance before major conflicts

operate psychologically as mechanisms for

reducing collective anxiety and coordinating
dispersed individual energies around a
common symbolic center. From a Freudian
perspective, such practices can be interpreted
as strengthening group identification and
reinforcing a collective superego capable of
restraining fear, fragmentation, and instinctual
disorder (2). From a Jungian perspective, ritual
elements such as fire, light, sacred kingship,
heroic struggle, and ancestral tradition activate
archetypal patterns embedded in the collective
unconscious and provide a symbolic
vocabulary through which society recognizes
itself (5). The Shahnameh also employs
religious symbolism in the legitimization of
political authority. The concept of farr-e izadi
or divine glory represents a sacred source of
kingship through which political power is
justified only when it remains aligned with
justice, righteousness, and cosmic order (10).
The just king can be interpreted in Freudian
terms as an idealized paternal figure onto
whom collective desires for stability,
protection, and order are projected, while in
Jungian terms he approximates the archetype
of the Sacred King. The loss of justice and
sacred legitimacy, as exemplified in narratives
of tyrannical rulers, results symbolically in the
return of chaos and the dominance of
destructive forces. The struggle against
figures such as Zahhak, Afrasiab, and the
White  Demon  similarly acquires a
psychological dimension. Such adversaries
are not merely political or physical opponents;

they embody collective representations of
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disorder, aggression, darkness, and the
Shadow. The heroic confrontation with them
therefore dramatizes both the Freudian
opposition  between life-preserving and
destructive impulses and the Jungian
confrontation between the Hero and the
Shadow (1, 20). National mourning, especially
around tragic heroic figures, further serves to
transform private grief into collective meaning,
thereby restoring emotional solidarity and
cultural continuity.

The findings concerning the Masnavi reveal a
different but complementary model of the
collective function of religion. Whereas the
Shahnameh largely constructs solidarity
through shared identity, sacred kingship,
ancestral ritual, and confrontation with
externalized forces of evil, the Masnavi
emphasizes inner transformation, tolerance,
love, mystical fellowship, and the overcoming
of sectarian division. Rumi’s religious
worldview is rooted in the conviction that
spiritual truth transcends formal boundaries
and that human conflict often results from
attachment to appearances, egoism, and
limited interpretations of religious identity (13,
14). Within this framework, religion contributes
to social cohesion by weakening rigid
distinctions between religious communities
and by presenting love as a unifying principle
capable of transforming interpersonal and
collective relations. From a Freudian
perspective, Rumi’s critique of aggression,
sectarian hostility, and ego-centered conflict

can be interpreted as an effort to redirect

destructive instinctual energies into socially
and spiritually  constructive forms  of
sublimation (2). From a Jungian perspective,
the acceptance of the religious or cultural
“other” may be interpreted as a movement
toward integration of the collective Shadow
rather than its projection onto external
enemies (5, 8). The ritual of sama provides
one of the most significant examples of this
integrative process. Through music, rhythmic
movement, repetition, and  collective
participation, sama creates a shared symbolic
experience that transcends ordinary social
boundaries and may evoke a numinous state
of communal unity (15). Its circular movement
can also be interpreted through Jungian
symbolism as analogous to the mandala, a
representation of psychic wholeness and
centeredness. The social authority of the
spiritual guide likewise differs substantially
from royal authority in the Shahnameh.
Whereas sacred kingship legitimizes political
order, the spiritual master derives authority
from wisdom, spiritual realization, and inner
knowledge. This figure corresponds closely to
the Jungian archetype of the Wise Old Man
and functions as a guide for both individual
and collective transformation (6, 19). Rumi’s
model of religious community thus seeks not
primarily to defeat an external enemy but to
transform the inner sources of aggression,
egoism, intolerance, and alienation, thereby
making psychological reconciliation the

foundation of social peace (17, 18).
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In conclusion, the comparative analysis
demonstrates that the Shahnameh and the
Masnavi offer two distinct yet complementary
models of the collective psychological function
of religion. The Shahnameh presents a
predominantly order-producing and identity-
forming model in which religion reinforces
national solidarity, legitimizes just political
authority, organizes collective rituals, and
mobilizes society against forces perceived as
threatening to moral, political, and cosmic
order. Its dominant psychological imagery is
associated with the Hero, the Sacred King,
ancestral tradition, and the confrontation with
an externalized Shadow. The Masnavi, by
contrast, presents a predominantly
transformative and peace-producing model in
which religion seeks to heal the collective
psyche through love, tolerance, mystical
participation, spiritual guidance, and the
transformation of hostility directed toward
others. Its dominant symbolic structures center
on the Wise Old Man, the Self, inner struggle,
mystical death, and the integration rather than
projection of the Shadow. These differences
reflect the distinctive literary genres, historical
contexts, and intellectual purposes of the two
works, yet both respond to profound forms of
collective crisis. Ferdowsi addresses the
preservation of cultural continuity, national
memory, political order, and collective identity,
whereas Rumi responds to fragmentation,
violence, spiritual uncertainty, and the loss of
meaning by emphasizing inward

transformation and universal fellowship. From

this comparative perspective, classical
Persian literature emerges as more than a
repository of aesthetic or historical narratives;
it also constitutes a sophisticated cultural
archive of collective psychological strategies.
The enduring significance of these works lies
in their capacity to show that communities may
confront crisis either by reconstructing order,
identity, and shared symbolic boundaries or by
transforming the emotional and spiritual
sources of division. Read together, the
Shahnameh and the Masnavi demonstrate
how religion can function simultaneously as a
means of cultural continuity, social regulation,
psychological protection, moral orientation,

reconciliation, and collective healing.
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