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Abstract

Since the time of Aristotle, the distinction between history and fiction was generally
accepted, until Linda Hutcheon, Hayden White, and other postmodern theorists
began to challenge the boundaries between these two fields. By proposing the theory
of historiographic metafiction, Hutcheon argues that both history and fiction are
intelligible only as textualized and constructed forms, and that both formally employ
similar narrative strategies. Consequently, no meaningful line of demarcation exists
between them. While she does not deny the existence of historical facts, she
maintains that such facts are inaccessible in a pure, unmediated form, that is, without
discursive framing. This study, through a case analysis of the story the "Moustache
of Shah Abbas" and based on Hutcheon’s theoretical framework, examines how
parody functions to erase the boundary between historiography and myth-making.
The selected story is a postmodern adaptation of the folktale "Shah Abbas and the
daughter of the Felt-Maker", written by Majid Shafi’ei for children in age group “C.”
The rationale for selecting this work lies in its postmodern structure, in which the
discourse of folktale narration is employed as an alternative to the discourse of
historiography. The research adopts an analytical-descriptive methodology. The
findings indicate that the story, through the transworld movement of subjects, the
deliberate foregrounding of indeterminate references, and interdiscursive parody,
confronts the reader with epistemological relativism, the plurality of truths, and a
critique of historiographic ideologies.

Keywords: Children’s literature; Shah Abbass' legends; Postmodernism;
Historiographic metafiction; Linda Hutcheon.

Introduction
Linda Hutcheon’s theory of "historiographic metafiction”, maintains that historical
and literary narratives are formed within networks of intertextuality and regimes of
verisimilitude rather than through direct access to factual truth. Consequently, the
rigid boundary between history and fiction collapses, although the existence of
historical reality itself is not entirely denied.

This present article aims to clarify the relationship between historiography and
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myth-making within the framework of historiographic metafiction and to examine
the role of parody in destabilizing the apparently fixed boundary between history
and legend. Using “Shah Abbas’s Mustache” by Majid Shafi’ei — a children’s story
from a collection of the same title intended for age group “C” (children aged nine
and above) — as a case study, the article explores how a postmodern adaptation of
the folk tale “Shah Abbas and the Basket-Weaver’s Daughter” simultaneously
reinterprets Safavid historiographical discourse and folkloric narratives surrounding
a historical figure such as Shah Abbas. Through this interaction, the text presents a
model of alternative historiography in the form of adaptation.

The main research questions are:

1. Why can The Mustache of Shah Abbas be classified as historiographic
metafiction?

2. According to Linda Hutcheon’s theoretical framework, how do
interdiscursive parodies in the story challenge the assumed certainty of the
boundary between history and legend?

3. What cognitive and intellectual capacities do historiographic metafictions in
children’s literature create for their audience?

The originality of this research lies in several aspects. First, it offers the first
systematic analysis of a Persian children’s text (age group “C”) through the lens of
historiographic metafiction, demonstrating that complex concepts such as
intertextuality, interdiscursive parody, self-reflexivity, and the plurality of historical
truths are not confined to adult literature. Second, the article conceptualizes
children’s literature not merely as a didactic medium for transmitting historical
knowledge, but as an active participant in historiographical discourse, capable of
rewriting history from subaltern, marginal, and female perspectives. Third, by
examining the intersection of Safavid historiography, Shah Abbas folk tales, and
Western postmodern theory, the study opens a space for interdisciplinary dialogue
among history, children’s literature, literary theory, and discourse studies.

Methodology

This study employs a descriptive—analytical method, with data collected through
library-based research. The theoretical framework is grounded in Hutcheon’s theory
of historiographic metafiction, as well as her concepts of parody and adaptation.

Discussion and Results
The narrative structure of The Mustache of Shah Abbas is organized around five
interwoven ontological realms: the historiographical world (including Shah Abbas,
Reza Abbasi, and Sheikh Bahai), the world of folk legends (the disguised Shah
Abbas and the basket-weaver’s daughter), the metafictional historiographic world
(the agents of history and the king’s trial), the mental world of Shah Abbas, and the
dream world of Reza Abbasi. Through the possibility of transworld movement, these
realms destabilize fixed boundaries between historical reality, legend, and
imagination. Shah Abbas thus appears simultaneously as a historical figure, a
folkloric hero, and a character within a child-oriented historiographic metafiction. In
Hutcheon’s terms, the narrative both marks the distinction between historical and
fictional discourse and undermines it by exposing the constructed nature of both.

The name “Shah Abbas” functions as an unstable signifier that oscillates
between historiographical and folkloric discourses. Its referential indeterminacy
undermines the illusion of transparency traditionally claimed by official
historiography and foregrounds the textual mediation of historical meaning.

The narrator repeatedly breaks the fourth wall by directly addressing child



95 / Historical Perspective & Historiography, Vol.34, No.34, 2025

readers (“Dear children,” “Now you may ask...”), thereby activating a metafictional
level in which narrative techniques and strategies of adaptation openly refer to
themselves. This self-reflexivity signals the constructedness of the narrative and
weakens the authority of official historical accounts. Instead of presenting the past
as an absolute truth, the story depicts it as a contested field shaped by multiple
narratives and competing discourses.

As a postmodern adaptation of the folk tale “Shah Abbas and the Basket-
Weaver’s Daughter,” the story preserves the general plot structure while ironically
transforming key elements. For example, the girl’s condition for marriage-learning
basket weaving in the source tale-is transformed into learning carpet weaving in the
adapted version. Through this change, the carpet, as a symbol of national art and
subaltern labor, becomes the narrative’s semantic center. In this adaptation, parody
functions as a playful yet critical rereading of the past. By combining
historiographical, folkloric, and visual intertexts (illustrations and caricatures), the
narrative constructs an interdiscursive network that juxtaposes elite historical
discourse with popular culture and the art of the lower classes.

From a discursive perspective, The Mustache of Shah Abbas produces a
carnivalesque inversion of traditional hierarchies: king and subject, center and
margin, male and female, and elite and popular classes. Within this carnivalized
narrative space, the basket-weaver’s daughter-representing subaltern and female
voices-plays a central role in saving Shah Abbas from historical erasure. Royal
legitimacy is no longer defined by sovereignty or monumental achievements, but by
personal artistry and the king’s willingness to learn a working-class craft. In this
way, the polyphonic and ironic voice of folklore replaces the monologic voice of
official historiography, giving rise to a model of alternative historiography in which
marginal figures actively participate in meaning-making.

Conclusion

The Mustache of Shah Abbas is a significant example of historiographic metafiction
in Persian children’s literature. Through transworld movement, referential
indeterminacy, interdiscursive  parody, narrative self-consciousness, the
carnivalization of power relations, and the inscription of history onto bodies and
symbolic spaces (such as the mustache, the carpet, the Zayandeh River, and Sheikh
Bahai’s bathhouse), the text presents the past not as a set of unquestionable facts, but
as a contested domain of competing narratives. From a historiographical perspective,
it enables the formulation of a form of counter-history.

Another major contribution of this study is its connection of this postmodern
narrative structure to the cognitive capacities of children in age group “C.” At this
developmental stage, children are beginning to internalize hierarchical
classifications. Guided engagement with narratives that invert established power
relations can foster critical thinking about dominant systems of value and authority.
The article demonstrates that historiographic metafictions in children’s literature,
beyond their aesthetic function, also possess a cognitive feedback function by
encouraging children to question historical truth, center and margin, and the
possibility of alternative narratives of the past.
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