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Abstract 

Folk literature encompasses a form of experience, imagination, awareness, aspirations, 

failures, and sorrows, and generally, a mentality that exists among the masses regarding 

their time, past, or future. Such a context appears highly significant for researchers 

seeking a deeper understanding of the masses' historical actions and perceptions of 

historical elements and concepts. This is because official historiographies rarely discuss 

the people and their narratives of different conditions, and if there is any mention, it 

either endorses the actions of the elite or outright criticizes and rejects the reactions of 

the masses. In fact, giving voice to the people from the depths of history and 

reinterpreting their role through the study of their literature—folk literature—can shed 

light on their presence in the darkness of history and unveil their influential role in past 

life. Therefore, in this study, an in-depth analysis and understanding of the shared 

discursive elements between the elite and the lower classes within the society and 

culture of the Safavid era are undertaken through the lens of historical texts from this 

period and a central folktale from the people of Khorasan regarding Shah Tahmasb I. 

The aim is to elucidate the construction of public consciousness in that era and the 

efforts of the political institution—headed by the Shah—in light of the recognized 

cultural elements enshrined in the official discourse. The main research question is: 

How does the selected folktale express the historical and lived reality of the era of Shah 

Tahmasb I, and how does it unveil the specific discourse formation of this period in the 

construction of public consciousness? 

 

* Assistant professor in History Department, University Allameh Tabataba’i, Tehran, Iran, 

amenehebrahimi@atu.ac.ir 

Date received: 16/07/2023, Date of acceptance: 01/10/2024 

 



Abstract  2 

 

Keywords: Shah Tahmasb, folktale, public consciousness, masses, people. 
 

Introduction 

Although researchers in Persian language and literature have produced works on the 

folktales of the Safavid era and their historical and religious propaganda aspects, no 

attention has been given to the selected folktale. Furthermore, in an article on the 

legitimacy of Safavid kings in general, based on the poetry of Sa'ib Tabrizi and the 

existing aspects of Safavid legitimacy in relation to public consciousness, some 

references are made. Other works on the subject of Shah Tahmasb I's legitimacy also 

lack a perspective on the study of public consciousness among the masses and its 

reflection in folktales. On the other hand, Kathryn Babayan, in a distinguished research 

work, takes a transcendent approach based on an understanding of the cultural aspects 

of the Safavid era (Ismail I and Tahmasb I) and attempts to penetrate the inner 

worldviews and cosmological perspectives of this period, both in the public and private 

spheres, by presenting the power-seeking and legitimacy-creating elements of these 

figures. Overall, she aims to explore the emergence of the diverse and intertwined fabric 

of past culture around the axis of various Islamic and other currents up to the modern 

era. Although she has noted the reflection of the Safavids' intricate cultural efforts in the 

public sphere of society, arising from the context of ancient Iranian culture, Sufi culture, 

and Shiite beliefs and manifesting themselves in storytelling and folktales, the author 

has not gone beyond brief mentions on this subject. As Babayan herself states, her 

primary desire in this work is to present new clues that can be followed in the field of 

cultural studies of the Safavid era and the cultural geography of Islam. While 

considering the valuable work of Babayan, which delves into the depth of the world of 

thought, dreams, and Islamic ideals during the reigns of Ismail I and Tahmasb I and 

examines their role in the emergence of the intertwined and complex future world, the 

present research aims to demonstrate the alignment of official and public discourses in 

presenting an alternative depiction of the power of this Safavid Shah, based on the 

historical context of the emergence of this folktale, and considering Shah Tahmasb's 

efforts in the realm of political legitimation and the utilization of important cultural 

elements influential on public consciousness at that time. 

 

Materials and Methods 

The research method is based on the historical description and analysis and the 

identification of discursive elements from the sources of Shah Tahmasb's era and the 
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selected folktale. The paper then examines the use of the prominent aspects of this 

Safavid Shah's character in the emergence of a widespread cultural narrative or 

discourse formation, even within the realm of a folk tale. 
 

Discussion and Results 

The result of the study, which is built on the official historical reports and memoirs of 

Shah Tahmasb, shows that Shah Tahmasb had a plan to change the way the authority of 

the Safavid Shah was perceived after the defeat at Chaldiran. In this enterprise, he 

resorted to the realm of dreams, trances, and inspirations and put them into the context 

of Shiite jurisprudence and his Sufi inclination, which resulted in the fabrication of tales 

from his own time. Shah Tahmasb, ever since, was portrayed as a Shiite and a true king, 

a Sufi worshipper who was pious. More interestingly, his involvement in trade is also 

supported by other sources, which further reveal the importance of these three aspects in 

the public mind through propaganda. This is very well illustrated by the folklore of the 

Khorasan people.  

 

Conclusion 

This particular folk tale is from the people of Khorasan, and here, Shah Tahmasb 

undergoes a significant change as he turns from a king to a pauper dressed as a dervish. 

He is one of the virtuous ones who enjoys the support of God and the Shiite Imams. 

Later, he puts on the clothes of a merchant, and in the end, he returns to his kingship. 

The portrayal of Shah Tahmasb in this folktale, along with the religious and non-

religious beliefs, is much in line with the image the Shah himself wanted to be 

remembered in the historical reality. This folktale actually indicates the degree of the 

king's success in this undertaking. 
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