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Abstract

This article examines the heroic boasting (rajaz-khwani) of warriors in five post-Shahnameh epic poems—Garshaspnameh,
Banu Goshaspnameh, Barzunameh, Samnameh, and Kushnameh—drawing on the concepts of the “ideological square” and
the “context model” in Teun A. van Dijk’s theory of discourse analysis. The study aims to explain how the “Self” and the
“Other” are represented, how these representations relate to power relations, and what persuasive functions heroic boasting
performs. The research employs a descriptive—analytical method. Instances of heroic boasting were extracted from the five
epics and analyzed in terms of the components of Self- and Other-representation, power relations, and persuasive functions.
The findings indicate that the representation of the “Self” is primarily grounded in intranarrative referential evidence,
including lineage, social status, and records of martial achievement, whereas the representation of the “Other” is constructed
mainly through labeling, figurative comparison, and stereotyping; a pattern consistent with the logic of van Dijk’s ideological
square. Analysis based on the context model demonstrates that the objective power relationship between the parties does not
necessarily correspond to their discursive power, and that speakers may alter this asymmetry at the level of discourse by
drawing on alternative sources of legitimacy, including religious and rational argumentation, or by redefining the situation.
Furthermore, the analysis of the persuasive functions of heroic boasting reveals three principal functions: intimidation, moral
legitimation, and narrative management. In its third function, heroic boasting may be employed not to intensify confrontation
but to delay combat, induce doubt, propose withdrawal, or redefine the meaning of an action. Accordingly, heroic boasting
in post-Shahnameh epic literature is not merely a verbal display of power; rather, it is situated discourse that contributes to
the process of persuasion and the advancement of the narrative through the representation of Self and Other, the regulation
of power relations, and the direction of action.

Keywords: Teun A. van Dijk, post-Shahnameh epic literature, heroic boasting (rajaz-khwani), power relations, ideological
square, context model
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Heroic boasting, or rajaz-khwani, constitutes

one of the most distinctive forms of
confrontational discourse in Persian epic
literature, particularly in post-Shahnameh
narratives in  which  warriors  define
themselves, challenge their opponents, and
interpret the meaning of combat before or

during direct confrontation. Although previous
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studies of epic boasting have often
concentrated on rhetorical devices, self-

praise, humiliation of the adversary,

characterization, and the dramatic
intensification of battle scenes, such
approaches do not fully explain why particular
linguistic and rhetorical choices become
persuasive in specific combat situations or

how ideological values and power relations are
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reproduced through this form of speech. A
discourse-oriented analysis therefore requires
attention not only to the formal characteristics
of boasting but also to the ideological,
cognitive, and situational mechanisms through
which heroic speech acquires force. The
socio-cognitive approach of Teun A. van Dijk
provides an appropriate framework for such an
analysis because it connects discourse
structures with ideological polarization, social
cognition, and contextual interpretation. Within
this framework, the ideological square
explains how discourse tends to emphasize
positive information about the in-group and
negative information about the out-group while
downplaying negative information about the in-
group and positive information about the out-
group (5, 6). Previous Persian-language
studies have demonstrated the applicability of
this model to literary, religious, political, and
confrontational discourses. Analyses of the
story of Rostam and Shaghad, modern
Persian poetry, the dialogue between Moses
and Pharaoh, family-court discourse, and
Sermon 108 of Nahj al-Balagha have all
shown that ideological polarization may be
realized through lexical selection, evaluative
description, foregrounding, backgrounding,
stereotyping, and the differential distribution of
positive and negative attributes (1-4, 8). The
present study extends this line of inquiry to
heroic boasting in five post-Shahnameh
epics—Garshasp-Nama, Banu Goshasp-
Nama, Borzu-Nama, Sam-Nama, and Kush-

Nama—and investigates how Self and Other

are asymmetrically represented, how objective
and discursive power interact, and how
boasting performs persuasive functions
beyond simple intimidation.

The theoretical framework combines van Dijk’s
ideological square with the concept of the
context model in order to examine both the
evaluative direction of representation and the
situational conditions under which specific
discourse strategies are selected. The
ideological square is especially useful for
identifying the polarization of “Self” and
“Other,” yet in heroic discourse these
categories are not necessarily equivalent to
fixed social collectivities. They may be
constructed at the level of two individual
warriors, two lineages, two armies, two ethnic
categories, or two competing moral orders.
Accordingly, heroic self-praise and denigration
of an opponent may function as more than
isolated rhetorical devices: together they may
redefine the evaluative boundary between
legitimate and illegitimate forms of heroism.
Studies based on van Dijk’s framework have
shown that such polarization is not
mechanically realized through all four
dimensions of the ideological square with
equal intensity; rather, different dimensions
may be selectively activated according to
communicative purpose and discursive
position (4, 7). The context model
complements this perspective by treating
communicative context not as a purely
external or objective set of circumstances, but

as a mental representation of the situation as
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interpreted by discourse participants. This
representation may include the identities and
roles of speaker and addressee, their power
relations, communicative goals, the stage of
confrontation, the presence of third-party
audiences, and the anticipated consequences
of speaking (6, 12). In heroic boasting,
therefore, the same linguistic strategy may
acquire different meanings in different
situations. Reference to ancestry may function
as simple identity presentation in one scene
but as a strategy for restoring threatened
prestige in another. A direct threat may
function as a challenge when addressed to an
equal opponent, but as the final consolidation
of dominance when addressed to a defeated
adversary. The integration of the ideological
square and the context model makes it
possible to distinguish between the form of
representation and the situational logic that
motivates it, thereby providing a more precise
explanation of how heroic boasting becomes
persuasive and how it participates in the
discursive production of power.

The study employed a fundamental,
descriptive-analytical design based on van
Dijk’s socio-cognitive approach. The research
corpus consisted of selected instances of
heroic boasting from the five post-Shahnameh
epics named above, with each independent
boast or speech segment occurring in a
situation of heroic confrontation treated as a
unit of analysis. The textual evidence was
examined in three successive stages. First,

the representation of Self and Other was

analyzed according to the four dimensions of
the ideological square: emphasis on positive
characteristics of the Self, emphasis on
negative characteristics of the Other,
attenuation of negative characteristics of the
Self, and attenuation of positive characteristics
of the Other. Representational evidence was
further classified into two broad groups:
referential-narrative  evidence, including
ancestry, heroic record, previous victories, and
concrete actions; and evaluative-imagistic
evidence, including epithets, adjectives,
similes, metaphors, analogies, exaggeration,
and categorical labeling. Second, these
representational strategies were interpreted in
relation to the context model, particularly the
identity and status of speaker and addressee,
the objective balance of power, the stage of
battle, the communicative goal, and the
speaker’s interpretation of the situation. Third,
the dominant persuasive function of each
boast was identified under three categories:
intimidation, moral legitimation, and narrative
management. Where multiple functions
coexisted, the dominant one was determined
on the basis of the density of relevant
discourse evidence and the role of the speech
within the surrounding narrative. The primary
epic sources included Garshasp-Nama (9),
Borzu-Nama (11), and Kush-Nama (10), while
the theoretical interpretation of ideological and
contextual mechanisms was grounded
exclusively in the approved works on van
Dijk’s discourse framework and its Persian

applications.
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The findings concerning asymmetrical
representation show that Self and Other are
not constructed through equivalent evidential
procedures. The Self is frequently legitimized
through relatively concrete intranarrative
evidence, including ancestry, martial
reputation, past achievements, physical
capacity, and direct reference to previous
victories. In Garshasp-Nama, for example,
Garshasp supports his self-presentation by
referring to specific acts of combat and by
invoking a demonstrable heroic record rather
than relying exclusively on abstract claims of
superiority (9). By contrast, the Other is often
represented through evaluative labels,
figurative dehumanization, ethnic
generalization, or stereotypical attribution. In
some episodes, an opponent is described not
on the basis of a particular action but through
generalized negative characteristics assigned
to the identity category to which that opponent
is said to belong. This produces a marked
asymmetry: the Self is legitimized by reference
to narrative evidence, whereas the Other is
delegitimized through categorical judgment.
Such a pattern is compatible with the
ideological square, especially the
foregrounding of positive Self-representation
and negative Other-representation (1, 13). At
the same time, the two attenuative dimensions
of the square are much less visible. Negative
characteristics of the Self are often not
explicitly minimized through direct rebuttal or
justification; instead, they are omitted from the

representational field altogether. An important

exception occurs when a character openly
acknowledges fear or reluctance to fight and
subsequently  reframes that apparent
weakness in rational or ethical terms. This
suggests that the ideological square is realized
in heroic boasting in an uneven rather than
perfectly symmetrical form. The most active
dimensions are the assertion of Self-
superiority and the degradation of the
adversary, while the suppression of Self-
weakness often operates through silence or
non-selection rather than overt denial. The
findings thus indicate that heroic boasting
does not merely report attributes of two
combatants; it linguistically restructures their
relative value and contributes to the
reorganization of symbolic power within the
encounter.

The analysis of power relations and
persuasive function further demonstrates that
objective power and discursive power do not
necessarily coincide. A warrior may occupy a
politically, militarily, or physically subordinate
position yet construct a powerful discursive
stance by drawing on alternative sources of
legitimacy. In Kush-Nama, for example, a
subordinate character counters political and
military weakness by invoking divine justice
and projecting a future reversal of fortune,
thereby shifting the basis of authority from
immediate force to moral and religious
legitimacy (10). In Borzu-Nama, age is
introduced as a potential sign of weakness, yet
an older warrior reinterprets old age as a
source  of

experience and  superior

NY.N
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competence, thus transforming the semantic
value of the very attribute through which the
opponent attempts to establish dominance
(11). Elsewhere, a heroic figure refuses to
participate in competitive boasting and thereby
converts verbal restraint itself into a sign of
superiority, while concealed identity may
temporarily suspend the power asymmetry
that would otherwise arise from established
heroic reputation. These examples confirm the
relevance of the context model: power in
heroic discourse is not simply transferred from
the external situation into language but is
cognitively interpreted and discursively
renegotiated (3, 6). The persuasive functions
of boasting likewise extend beyond

intimidation.  Intimidation  operates by
representing the opponent's defeat as
inevitable or already accomplished,
sometimes expanding the threat from an
individual adversary to an entire army (9, 11).
Moral legitimation operates by negatively
categorizing the opponent before violence
occurs, thereby presenting aggression as
ethically justified rather than merely strategic;
epithets associated with corruption, demonic
identity, ignoble lineage, or treachery are
especially important in this process (10).
Narrative management, by contrast, may
delay confrontation, encourage withdrawal,
introduce doubt, justify postponement, or
redefine the meaning of a potentially
dishonorable act. Thus, heroic boasting can

regulate not only the perception of combat but

also its timing, direction, and interpretive
frame.

Overall, the study demonstrates that heroic
boasting in post-Shahnameh epic literature
should be wunderstood as a situated,
confrontational, and multifunctional discourse
rather than as a merely ornamental display of
verbal aggression. Its ideological organization
is characterized by an asymmetrical
distribution of representational resources: the
Self is commonly supported through lineage,
action, heroic record, and concrete narrative
evidence, whereas the Other is more
frequently discredited through labeling,
generalization, stereotyping, and figurative
degradation. At the same time, the relation
between actual power and represented power
remains flexible because speakers can
reinterpret weakness, invoke alternative
sources of legitimacy, suspend recognized
hierarchies, or redefine the evaluative
meaning of a situation. The three principal
persuasive functions identified in the corpus—
intimidation, moral legitimation, and narrative
management—show that boasting is capable
of influencing not only the opponent’s
psychological disposition but also the ethical
interpretation and narrative direction of
conflict. Intimidation seeks to impose an image
of Inevitable defeat; moral legitimation
positions the adversary as an ethically
disqualified Other and thereby frames violence
as justified; narrative management intervenes
in the timing, direction, and meaning of action

by postponing battle, encouraging retreat,
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creating hesitation, or reinterpreting conduct.
The combined use of the ideological square
and the context model therefore provides a
more comprehensive framework than either
concept alone. The ideological square
explains the evaluative asymmetry through
which Self and Other are constructed, while
the context model clarifies why particular
representational strategies become
appropriate  or effective in  particular
communicative situations. Heroic boasting,
accordingly, emerges as an important
mechanism in the production of meaning in
post-Shahnameh epic discourse: through it,
warriors establish identity, define adversaries,
renegotiate power, guide action, and reinforce
or contest the values of heroic culture. The
findings are limited to the five epics examined,
and broader comparative investigation of
Shahnameh itself and other confrontational
literary genres would be necessary to
determine the wider stability, variation, and
historical development of these discursive

mechanisms.
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