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Pastoral literature is one of the oldest literary genres in the Western
tradition, which from ancient Greece and Rome to contemporary
ecocritical readings has consistently provided a space for rethinking the
relationship between human beings and nature, as well as the tension
between city and countryside. Despite the centrality of this genre in
global literary studies, it has not yet been recognized in Persian poetics
as an independent category and is often reduced to “rural literature” or
“regional literature.” This theoretical absence has led to a considerable
body of Persian texts with. pastoral features being overlooked from a
genre-oriented perspective. This study, aiming to fill this gap, reviews
the theoretical foundations of the pastoral in the Western tradition and
analyzes two examples from Persian literature. The first is the classical
tale of Moses and the Shepherd in Rumi’s Mathnavi, which may be
considered a manifestation of “mystical pastoral.” The second is Nima
Youshij’s long poem Pi-Daru Chupan, a modern example that, while
employing traditional pastoral elements (shepherd, shepherd’s love,
nature, and hunting), reconfigures their symbolic functions to create a
distinctive “Iranian pastoral,” in which nature acts as an active agent in
human destiny. The findings indicate that Persian literature has the
potential to redefine the pastoral genre. The study concludes that
attention to pastoral in Persian literature can not only fill a local genre-
theoretical gap but also connect Persian literary traditions with
contemporary comparative and environmental discourses
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Abstract

1. Introduction

The earliest literary taxonomy based on content is the tripartite division of the Greeks in
Aristotle’s Poetics, comprising the epic, the lyric, and the dramatic. Pastoral literature in the
West first emerged in Arcadia through the descriptive works of Theocritus, and later expanded
across the Caribbean islands and the British colonies. As a literary genre, the pastoral possesses
distinct structural and thematic characteristics that fundamentally set it apart from adjacent
genres such as the epic, the lyric, and the didactic. This genre, through its idealized
representation of rural life, its dialectic between natural and urban spaces, and its reflection of
environmental and cultural concerns, has secured a paradigmatic position in Western literary
traditions, from Greco-Roman classics to contemporary ecocritical frameworks. In contrast,
within the poetics of Persian literature, the pastoral has neither been identified as an independent
category nor analyzed through a coherent theoretical framework. This neglect, rooted in the
paradigmatic limitations of indigenous literary criticism and the lack of comparative
engagement with global discourses, has hindered the recognition of the latent potential of
Persian texts with pastoral features, creating a structural gap in critical analysis.

2. Objectives

Analyzing two concrete examples in Persian literature demonstrates the necessity of re-
recognizing the pastoral. The first, the story of Moses and the Shepherd in Rumi’s Masnavi,
exemplifies the representation of rural life and human interaction with nature. While faithful to
classical traditions, it accentuates the symbolic and ethical capacities of rural existence. The
second, Nima Youshij’s long poem Pi-Daru the Shepherd, represents a modern Persian
pastoral. It preserves classical elements of the genre (shepherd, nature, animals) but
reconfigures their symbolic function, portraying nature not as a passive backdrop but as an
active agent shaping human destiny. This analysis shows that the Persian pastoral is not a simple
translation of Western traditions but rather a localized and independent reinvention of a global
genre. The central research question asks whether one can identify an “Iranian Pastoral” and, if
so, what features distinguish it from its Western counterpart.

3. Methodology
The research method is grounded in an ecocritical approach and textual analysis. By reviewing
the theoretical foundations of the pastoral in Western traditions alongside the analysis of
classical and modern Persian examples, this study demonstrates that Persian pastoral literature
has the capacity for redefinition and reconceptualization. It can be connected to contemporary
comparative and environmental discourses while retaining its indigenous characteristics.
4. Findings
Based on the views of pastoral literary critics, the following key features can be identified as
constitutive of pastoral texts:
o Texts that, while simple in form, encompass complex concerns.
o Texts that describe natural landscapes and rural environments.
o Texts featuring a shepherd or a similar figure.
o Texts that depict the lifestyle and social structures of rural or pastoral communities.
o Texts that, while describing nature, rely on imagination, thereby constituting
imaginative rather than realist works.
e Texts that provide idealized depictions of their surroundings, with overtly utopian
tendencies.



Iranian Pastoral and Its Neglected Potentials in Persian Literature....| Fatahi and Khatami 179

o Texts whose central theme is the shepherd’s love (or its equivalent), often highlighting
the tension between poor and rich, powerful and powerless, with undertones of protest.
o Texts that are intrinsically linked to environmental issues and embody ecocritical
concerns.
o Texts either authored by a pastoral poet (formal pastoral) or composed by rural folk,
transmitted orally with anonymous authorship (informal pastoral).
o Pastoral texts exist in two broad types: verse and prose.
Drawing on these features, pastoral literature may be defined as formal or informal, in verse or
prose, characterized by a simple, imaginative, and utopian style that narrates or describes
pastoral and rural social life, centered on nature and the environment. Its themes include rural
love, nostalgia for the past, the opposition of rich and poor, and the dichotomy of rural and
urban spaces.
The critical background and survey of Western perspectives on the pastoral reveal that this
genre has long been recognized as a literary type in the West. Numerous studies, including
articles, books, and dissertations, have explored it extensively. This research has shown that
Western scholars have given particular attention to the pastoral. In contrast, within Persian
literary studies, not only is pastoral literature absent as a recognized category, but there also
exists no independent scholarly analysis introducing or interpreting its content. This is despite
the fact that Persian literature abounds with works—both formal and informal—that, by the
definitions proposed in this study, fall within the pastoral category. There is thus a pressing
need for thematic, structural, contextual, and semantic analysis of these texts. Formal Persian
pastoral literature, especially the works of poets and writers who fit within this definition, offers
epistemological and cognitive functions and would be fruitful in intertextual studies through
literary criticism, anthropology, psychology, and discourse analysis. Likewise, the study of
informal Persian pastoral texts—classified under folk and oral literature—would provide even
greater scholarly value.

5. Results

The findings of this research show that pastoral literature, despite its apparent absence in
Persian literary theory, has a significant and identifiable presence in both classical and modern
texts. The analysis of Rumi’s Moses and the Shepherd illustrates how pastoral literature is
redefined within Iranian mysticism, elevated into a form of “mystical pastoral,” where the
honesty and simplicity of the shepherd surpass the grandeur of formal language and the
strictures of religious ritual. Conversely, the study of Nima Youshij’s Pi-Daru the Shepherd
demonstrates that in the modern context, the pastoral becomes a space for representing
suffering, wounds, and the agency of nature—where nature emerges as an active force shaping
human fate. Comparing these two examples makes clear that Persian literature possesses the
capacity to indigenize and re-create the pastoral: in the classical tradition through its connection
to mysticism, and in the modern tradition through its orientation toward ecocritical and social
critiques. Thus, one can indeed speak of an “Iranian Pastoral,” an independent genre that is not
a mere repetition of the Western model but a creative reproduction of it within the Persian
cultural and linguistic context. Recognizing this overlooked genre can fill a gap in Iranian
literary taxonomy and enable active participation in global comparative and environmental
discourses.

Keywords: literary genres, pastoral literature, rural literature, pastoral, shepherd
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