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ABSTRACT

The concepts of war and peace have long been central to human civilization, shaping
political systems, cultural identities, and ethical frameworks across societies. This study
examines the cultural and ethical foundations of war and peace in Iranian tradition through
an analysis of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh. Despite being widely recognized as a heroic epic
centered on warfare, the Shahnameh presents a complex and nuanced perspective that
prioritizes justice, morality, and reconciliation. The primary objective of this research is to
identify the cultural elements and mental structures that inform Iranian approaches to
conflict and peace, as reflected in the actions and discourse of mythological and historical
characters. The study employs the theoretical framework of realism alongside the
methodological approach of the Annales School, particularly its emphasis on the analysis
of historical mentalities. By examining narrative patterns, character behavior, and ethical
prescriptions within the text, the research reconstructs the underlying worldview governing
attitudes toward war and peace. The findings indicate that, although war is depicted as an
inevitable aspect of political life, it is generally regarded as undesirable and is justified only
under specific conditions, such as the defense of justice or resistance against oppression.
Moreover, the study reveals that principles resembling modern humanitarian norms—such
as the protection of civilians, humane treatment of prisoners, and the preference for
diplomacy—are deeply embedded in the narrative. Ultimately, the Shahnameh reflects a
form of ethical realism in which power is tempered by moral responsibility, offering
valuable insights for contemporary discussions on peacebuilding and intercultural
understanding.
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INTRODUCTION

War and peace are among the most enduring and complex phenomena in human
history. From ancient civilizations to modern nation-states, societies have grappled
with the causes, conduct, and consequences of conflict. While war has often been
perceived as an inevitable component of political life, cultural traditions have played
a significant role in shaping how it is understood, justified, and regulated. In this
context, literary and historical texts provide valuable insights into the ethical
frameworks and collective mentalities of past societies.

Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, composed around the 10th—11th centuries, stands as one
of the most important literary works in Persian culture. Although it is commonly
categorized as a heroic epic filled with battles and legendary warriors, its deeper
layers reveal a sophisticated reflection on morality, justice, and the human condition.
The epic not only narrates wars but also critically engages with their causes and
consequences, often emphasizing the tragic dimensions of conflict and the superiority
of peace.

The significance of this study lies in its attempt to move beyond surface-level
interpretations of the Shahnameh as merely a war epic. Instead, it seeks to uncover
the ethical and cultural principles embedded within its narratives. In doing so, it
contributes to broader academic discussions on non-Western perspectives of war and
peace, highlighting the relevance of Iranian cultural heritage in contemporary debates
on international relations and peace studies.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE

The primary objective of this research is to explore the ethical and cultural
dimensions of war and peace in the Shahnameh. Specifically, it aims to answer the
following questions:

e What cultural values shape the Iranian understanding of war and peace in the
Shahnameh?

e How do mythological and historical characters reflect a peace-oriented
worldview?

o In what ways do these narratives challenge or complement dominant theories
of realism in international relations?

By addressing these questions, the study seeks to demonstrate that Iranian cultural
traditions, as reflected in the Shahnameh, offer a distinctive approach to conflict—
one that integrates power with morality and emphasizes the importance of justice and
reconciliation.



METHODOLOGY

This research adopts a qualitative and interpretive methodology, drawing on the
historiographical approach of the Annales School. This school emphasizes the study
of long-term social structures and collective mentalities rather than focusing solely
on political events. By applying this approach to a literary text, the study treats the
Shahnameh as a cultural document that reflects the worldview of the society in which
it was produced.

The analysis focuses on key narratives and characters, examining their speeches,
decisions, and actions in the context of war and peace. Through this process, the study
reconstructs the implicit ethical codes governing behavior in times of conflict. The
theoretical framework of realism is also employed to provide a comparative
perspective, allowing the study to highlight both similarities and differences between
classical realist assumptions and the Iranian perspective found in the Shahnameh.

FINDINGS
1. The Nature of War

The Shahnameh presents war as a recurring but fundamentally undesirable
phenomenon. Although battles are central to the narrative, they are rarely glorified
without reservation. Many characters explicitly condemn war and emphasize its
destructive consequences. War is often depicted as a last resort, undertaken only
when all other options have been exhausted.

This perspective contrasts with simplistic interpretations of epic literature as
inherently militaristic. Instead, the Shahnameh suggests that true heroism lies not in
the pursuit of conflict but in the ability to avoid it when possible. Even victorious
wars are accompanied by a sense of loss and tragedy, reinforcing the idea that peace
is the preferable state of human affairs.

2. Peace-Seeking and Diplomacy

One of the most striking features of the Shahnameh is its emphasis on peace-seeking
behavior. Many of its central figures actively pursue reconciliation and diplomacy,
even in situations where they hold a clear military advantage. Characters such as Iraj
and Siavash embody ideals of forgiveness, patience, and moral courage, often
choosing peace at great personal cost.

Diplomatic negotiations, mediation, and the offering of peace treaties are
recurring themes throughout the epic. These elements highlight the importance of
dialogue and mutual understanding in resolving conflicts. The repeated preference
for peace over war reflects a deeply ingrained cultural value that prioritizes harmony
and social stability.
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3. Just War and Moral Legitimacy

When war does occur in the Shahnameh, it is typically framed within a moral and
cosmological context. Conflicts are often portrayed as struggles between good and
evil, with the forces of justice opposing tyranny and corruption. This framework
aligns with the concept of “just war,” in which violence is considered legitimate only
under specific ethical conditions.

The criteria for legitimate warfare in the Shahnameh include the defense of the
homeland, the protection of justice, and the restoration of moral order. Wars driven
by greed, ambition, or revenge are consistently criticized and depicted as morally
unjustifiable. This distinction underscores the importance of ethical considerations in
decision-making processes related to conflict.

4. Causes of War

The causes of war in the Shahnameh are diverse and multifaceted. They include
personal ambitions, political rivalries, and emotional factors such as jealousy and
revenge. However, the narrative consistently emphasizes that such motivations lead
to destructive outcomes.

In contrast, wars fought for just causes—such as defending the oppressed or
restoring justice—are portrayed more sympathetically. This distinction reflects a
moral hierarchy in which not all wars are considered equal. By highlighting the
negative consequences of unjust wars, the Shahnameh reinforces the importance of
ethical judgment in political decision-making.

5. Ethics of Warfare

The Shahnameh outlines a detailed ethical framework governing the conduct of war.
This framework includes principles that closely resemble modern humanitarian
norms. For example, the text emphasizes the importance of treating prisoners with
dignity, avoiding harm to civilians, and respecting the rights of the defeated.

Furthermore, the narrative discourages acts of unnecessary violence, such as the
killing of non-combatants or the destruction of inhabited areas. Leaders are often
depicted as responsible for ensuring that their armies adhere to these ethical
standards. Such representations suggest that moral responsibility extends beyond the
decision to wage war to include the manner in which it is conducted.

CONCLUSION

This study demonstrates that the Shahnameh offers a rich and complex perspective
on war and peace, one that challenges simplistic interpretations of epic literature as
inherently glorifying violence. While acknowledging the reality of conflict, the text
consistently emphasizes the superiority of peace, the importance of justice, and the
necessity of ethical conduct.



The findings suggest that Iranian cultural traditions embody a form of ethical
realism, in which power is balanced by moral considerations. This perspective
provides a valuable alternative to dominant Western theories of international
relations, highlighting the potential for integrating cultural and ethical insights into
contemporary discussions on conflict resolution and peacebuilding.

Ultimately, the Shahnameh serves not only as a literary masterpiece but also as a
source of enduring wisdom on the human condition, offering lessons that remain
relevant in today’s world.
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Chartier, R. (1989). Cultural History (Lydia G. Cochrane, Trans.). Great Britain:
Polity Press.

Ol Kip Dl asliloa
Yo

Obe s é&} &» ylj
bl ol 4 sl




