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Religious Epics and Cultural Discourse
Akbar Shayanseresht”

Abstract

In this study, the author seeks to briefly examine the evolution of religious epics in Iranian
literature with attention to the role of cultural discourses and the issues of identity and
culture, especially through Homi Bhabha’s theory of hybridity. An examination of religious
epics in Iranian literature shows that historical narratives and religious documents, together
with elements of fantastic literature, have played a role in the formation of these works.
Although the majority of these epics belong to the Shii tradition, they have not been
confined solely to Islamic culture. Cultural hybridity and multiple identities are strongly
present in the body of Persian religious epics, clearly reflecting the spiritual and moral
bonds of Iranians with their national culture, religious beliefs, and mystical teachings.
Keywords: Epic Studies, Cultural Context, Theory of Hybridity, Religious Epics, Iranian
Studies

Introduction

It is often assumed that the subject of religious epics in Iranian literature is limited to
the depiction of the valor and heroism of great religious figures. Yet, cultural hybridity—
the blending of national and religious narratives—is a consistently prominent feature of
these works, visible both in matters of ethnicity, race, and nationality, and in religious and
doctrinal elements. The present study addresses the prominence of cultural hybridity and
its social process in the formation and composition of Persian religious epics, viewing it as
a foundation for the literary and artistic creation of Iranian poets and writers.

Given this capacity for cultural blending, some scholars of epic literature have drawn
attention to the value of such works. The concept of hybridity is a relatively recent critical
perspective introduced by Homi Bhabha, rooted in the idea of duality/intermingling.
Bhabha derived this concept from the writings of Edward Said, especially orientalism, and
employed it to describe the emergence of new cultural forms from multicultural contexts.
Although Bhabha initially applied this idea to address the challenges of migrants, the
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displaced, and colonized peoples, it more broadly refers to the social processes and cultural
interactions of societies in which pluralism is evident (Bressler, 2012: 205-206).

What distinguishes Bhabha’s theory is not only his specific account of the process of
intermixing and the creation of a composite culture, but also his argument that societies
should avoid unipolar or bipolar politics and, in keeping with dialectical thinking, should
not seek to reject or deny the other. He sees the solution to understanding cultural differences
not in relativism or collectivism, but in the creation of a hybrid culture in which differences
between cultures are reconciled and a new, composite culture emerges (Jensen & Dunn,
2017: 14-15). This critical perspective, in the author’s view, is clearly reflected in the
historical and literary experience of Iran, a land that, through repeated cultural upheavals,
has demonstrated its multiple cultural positions. A close study of religious epics in Iranian
literature can vividly illustrate these multiple identities. The present article briefly pursues
the issue of cultural hybridity in religious epics and the influence of various cultural
discourses on their emergence and spread in Iranian literature.

Discussion and Analysis

Religious epics are not confined to Islam. Yadegar-e Zariran is, in its own right, a religious
epic from pre-Islamic Iranian literature, recounting heroic tales from the Zoroastrian era.
Other examples of Zoroastrian religious epics in Iran exist as well. For instance, “in the
seventh century we have another epic poem entitled Zarathusht-Nameh by a poet named
Kavuski, son of Kaykhosrow Razi, which contains 1,500 couplets and is an example of
a religious epic” (Safa, 1984, vol. 3/1: 329). Arda-Wiraf-Nameh and Miisa-Nameh—
regardless of whether they are in prose or verse—can also be counted among epics that
narrate heroic accounts in the context of Zoroastrian and Jewish traditions (Afifi, 1993: 36).
Likewise, Ardashir-Nameh by the poet Shahin (733 AH) and Fath-Nameh by Omrani (879
AH) are examples of Persian—Jewish epics (Khaleghi-Motlagh, 2007: 194). Goshtasp-
Nameh by Daghighi is another example of this type of work. Even in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh,
different types of epic, mythological, heroic, historical, and religious, are gathered together
in a single work.

A further notable point in post-Shahnameh heroic epics is the blending of some works—
such as Shahryar-Nameh, Jahangir-Nameh, and others—with religious elements, especially
Islamic narratives, a phenomenon worthy of separate investigation. Even in explicitly
religious works like Hamlah-ye Haydari by Raji Kermani, we find a poet who appears
to have first been Zoroastrian and later converted to Islam, and who, following a spiritual
transformation, composed a religious epic about Imam Ali (AS) that frames his heroic
deeds in accordance with Iranian national traditions.

Religious epics have emerged in contexts of both resistance and cultural accommodation.
Anbiya-Nameh (ca. 608 AH) was composed as a counterpart—and in a sense a challenge—
to the Shahnameh. Ashub Shah-Jahanabadi Turani (d. 1199 AH), author of Silat-e
Farigrt, is a lesser-known epic poet who celebrated the exploits of Khalid ibn al-Walid,
a companion of the Prophet (PBUH). A staunch Hanafi, he attacked Shiites in this and
other works. In Sawlat-e Fariigi—also known as Futithat al-Sham—nhe cast Khalid ibn
al-Walid’s campaigns in an epic mold and openly opposed the creator of the Shahnameh,
calling Ferdowsi a “Zoroastrian infidel” (Qasemzadeh & Sarwari, 2015: 207-211). It is
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evident that such works arose in the cultural climate of resistance and accommodation
during the spread of Islamic ideas in Iran, forming part of marginalized literary currents
and representing the discourse of minority literature. Equally important are the non-Islamic
religious epics of Persian literature, such as the Zarathusht-Nameh, “a seventh-century
work recounting the life of Zoroaster according to traditional Zoroastrian accounts, and
one of the oldest Persian religious epics” (Safa, vol. 3/1: 435). This work, emerging from
marginalized cultural discourses, “fell into oblivion among Persian-speaking Muslims for
centuries, partly because religious differences made attention to it undesirable, and partly
because many of its words and expressions were not understood” (ibid., 436).

The role of the ahl-e fotovvat (brethren of chivalry) in spreading religious and moral values
and in shaping national-religious narratives is also significant, warranting deeper research.
Even the tradition of some religious epics performed as epic recitation—a type of dramatic
literature and branch of oral storytelling—holds considerable literary value.

Conclusion

Religious epics in Iranian literature have arisen within diverse cultural discourses, in
both poetry and prose, and have generally been composed on the basis of written sources.
Historical and religious narratives, along with religious documents, have undoubtedly
influenced their emergence, and they have not been confined solely to Islamic culture.
Cultural hybridity and multiple identities in these epics are a profound and noteworthy
phenomenon that reveal the deep spiritual and moral bonds of Iranians with their national
culture and religious beliefs.

The Iranian spirit of bravery and heroism has led to the portrayal of religious figures from
the Islamic—Iranian tradition in epic narratives often enriched with elements of fantastic
literature. However, research on Persian religious epics originating from non-Islamic
traditions and sects has been largely neglected, with most existing studies focusing on works
tied to Islamic, especially Shi‘i culture. The blending of chivalric traditions, Fotowwat
ethics, mystical and Sufi approaches, Sagi-Namehs, and their role in the creation and spread
of Persian religious epics, along with their subgenres such as Velayat-Nameh, Hamlah-
sara’i, and Manageb-khani, still calls for more thorough and detailed scholarly attention.
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