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Examining Characterization in Shahnameh and Its Impact on the National Identity of High
School Students with an Emphasis on Upper Secondary Persian Textbooks

Diyar Refaei'*

1. Department of English Language Teaching, Farhangian University, P.O. Box 14665-889, Tehran, Iran.
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Abstract

The present study was conducted with the aim of examining characterization in the Shahnameh and its impact on the national identity of
students in upper secondary Persian textbooks. This study is descriptive—analytical and qualitative in nature, and by using content analysis
of textbooks and the texts of the Shahnameh, the individual, ethical, social, and identity-related dimensions of the characters were analyzed.
The findings showed that the characters of the Shahnameh, such as Rostam, Siavash, Kay Khosrow, and Sohrab, possess multidimensional
traits, and each carries significant educational and identity-related messages for students. The representation of these characters in upper
secondary Persian textbooks varies: the tenth-grade textbook focuses more on epic and tragic aspects, the eleventh-grade textbook
emphasizes ethics and moral lessons, and the twelfth-grade textbook highlights rationality, pursuit of justice, and political prudence.
National identity indicators such as patriotism, justice-seeking, self-sacrifice, and loyalty are strongly present in the textbooks and have a
positive impact on students, although the indicators of rationality and analysis of social issues receive less attention. The study concludes
that the characterization in the Shahnameh has considerable potential to strengthen national identity, foster ethical education, and promote
cultural motivation in the younger generation. It also emphasizes that providing deeper analyses and complementary educational activities
can enhance the effectiveness of these texts.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Shahnameh, authored by Ferdowsi, stands as
a cornerstone of Persian epic literature,
encapsulating centuries of cultural values,
heroic ideals, and collective memory that have
profoundly shaped Iranian national identity (1).
As one of the most enduring and influential
works in Persian literary heritage, the
Shahnameh not only narrates myths, legends,
and historical chronicles of ancient Iran but
also embeds the ethical and sociocultural

codes that have anchored Iranian identity
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across generations. Characterization lies at
the heart of this monumental work, where
heroes and monarchs embody a spectrum of
human virtues and flaws, offering readers
multidimensional figures who elicit emotional
engagement and moral reflection (2). These
characters—such as Rostam, Siavash, Kay
Khosrow, and Sohrab—serve as cultural
archetypes whose stories reflect the enduring

struggles between loyalty and betrayal, justice

and tyranny, wisdom and impulse (3).
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In contemporary contexts, particularly amid
accelerating sociocultural changes driven by
globalization and media, younger generations
increasingly confront fragmented or shifting
identity paradigms (4). This underscores the
necessity of drawing upon authentic cultural
sources like the Shahnameh to strengthen
cultural continuity and national cohesion.
Educational systems, and especially upper
secondary Persian textbooks, play a pivotal
role in this process as formal vehicles for
transmitting  cultural  heritage, linguistic
competence, and ethical frameworks (5). By
embedding Shahnameh narratives within their
curricula, these textbooks can provide
students not only with linguistic and literary
knowledge but also with formative values such
as patriotism, sacrifice, justice-seeking,
resistance to oppression, and cultural pride.

The characters of the Shahnameh—Rostam
as the embodiment of courage and loyalty,
Siavash as the symbol of purity and devotion,
and Kay Khosrow as the paragon of justice
and wisdom—offer potent identity models for
adolescents navigating their own moral and
social development (6). Investigating how
these figures are portrayed and how their
attributes are emphasized or diminished in
textbooks is thus both a cultural and scholarly
necessity. Such analysis reveals to what
extent the educational system harnesses the
Shahnameh’s potential for fostering national
identity and which gaps or opportunities exist
in this endeavor (7). Given that

characterization forms the nexus between

narrative structure and cultural meaning,
analyzing its educational deployment enables
a deeper understanding of how literature can
function as a tool of cultural transmission and
identity formation.
From a theoretical perspective,
characterization is a core narrative component
that encompasses the psychological, ethical,
and social dimensions of fictional figures,
shaping their resonance with audiences (8). In
classical Persian literature, these figures often
appear as mytho-heroic archetypes, and
Ferdowsi’s mastery lies in humanizing them—
imbuing superhuman heroes with human
emotions, doubts, and ethical dilemmas (9).
This multidimensionality facilitates moral
identification among readers, especially
younger audiences, and fosters the
internalization of cultural values. The
Shahnameh thereby transcends the literary
realm to serve as a symbolic foundation of
Iranian identity, having historically unified
linguistic, cultural, and historical continuity
(10). National identity itself comprises shared
beliefs, values, and attachment to one’s
homeland, language, and heritage—
constructs that are socially cultivated through
institutions like education (12). Textbooks,
when presenting Shahnameh episodes merely
as adventurous tales, risk superficial
engagement; however, when they emphasize
humanistic and ethical aspects, they can
inspire youth and reinforce their cultural

belonging (13).
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Empirical evidence also supports the
educational impact of Shahnameh instruction.
For instance, reading sessions of Shahnameh
have been shown to reduce aggression while
enhancing social skills and national identity
among adolescents (15). Other studies
highlight the Shahnameh as a foundational
source of Iranian cultural and national identity,
preserving collective beliefs, moral ideals, and
linguistic heritage across centuries (16). Its
influence even extends beyond Iran, shaping
Afghan resistance literature and cultural
identity through its heroic archetypes and
values of ethical perseverance and patriotism
(17). Against this backdrop, the present study
sought to analyze the characterization of
Shahnameh figures and its reflection in upper
secondary Persian textbooks, aiming to clarify
their role in fostering students’ national identity
(14).

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive—analytical
qualitative design to examine how characters
from the Shahnameh are portrayed and how
their traits are integrated into upper secondary
Persian textbooks. The corpus consisted of all
Persian textbooks for grades ten through
twelve currently in use, and the selected
sample comprised those lessons explicitly
containing excerpts from the Shahnameh.
Using a qualitative content analysis approach,
the study first identified these excerpts and
then analyzed the featured characters based
on a theoretical framework of characterization

that included individual, ethical, social, and

identity-related dimensions. Data were
gathered from textual sources including the
complete Shahnameh, its commentaries,
Persian textbooks, and prior scholarly studies.
The data were then coded according to pre-
defined characterization indicators to assess
how strongly the characters’ identity-forming
features were represented in the textbooks. To
ensure validity, the analysis was triangulated
with input from experts in Persian literature
and education. The results were synthesized
descriptively and interpretively to elucidate
how characterization in the Shahnameh
contributes to students’ national identity
development.

Findings

The content analysis revealed that the
Shahnameh characters portrayed in the
textbooks possess multidimensional profiles
encompassing individual, ethical, and social
attributes, which enhance their potential
influence on students’ national identity
formation. Rostam is presented not only as a
national hero exemplifying bravery and martial
prowess but also as deeply loyal to his
homeland and family. His flaws—such as pride
and short-sightedness in the episode of
Sohrab—offer moral cautionary lessons,
enabling students to admire his courage and
self-sacrifice while recognizing the perils of
arrogance. Siavash emerges as a symbol of
purity, honesty, and steadfastness to
promises, whose unjust persecution highlights
the moral power of integrity and loyalty. His

naiveté and political inexperience, however,
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underscore the need for prudence alongside
virtue, teaching students the importance of
wise decision-making. Kay Khosrow embodies
rationality, strategic foresight, and justice,
standing as a model of responsible and ethical
leadership; his struggles with external
enemies underscore the value of critical
thinking and crisis management. Sohrab,
characterized by youthful vigor and strength,
exemplifies how overconfidence and naivety
can lead to tragedy, warning students of the
need to pair ability with wisdom. Conversely,
Afrasiab exemplifies cunning, cruelty, and
unjust rule, serving as a negative model that
teaches students to reject tyranny and value
justice.

The textbooks’ portrayal of Shahnameh stories
varies by grade. In grade ten, two lessons—
‘Rostam and Sohrab” and “The Death of
Sohrab”™—depict events primarily in epic and
tragic tones, emphasizing heroism but offering
limited moral or identity analysis. In grade
eleven, one lesson focuses on Siavash’s story,
foregrounding moral and didactic aspects such
as chastity, honesty, and fidelity, thereby
strongly fostering national identity values. In
grade twelve, one lesson centers on Kay
Khosrow’s reign, presented in a rational-
political framework that emphasizes justice
and wisdom, strongly reinforcing identity-
oriented leadership ideals. Overall, the
curriculum shows a progression: lower grades
emphasize the dramatic and heroic aspects,
while upper grades increasingly stress ethical,
identity-based, and rational dimensions.

The analysis of national identity indicators
showed that patriotism, justice-seeking, self-
sacrifice, loyalty, and resistance are
prominently  reflected, while rationality
receives less attention. Patriotism, seen in the
defense of Iran by heroes like Rostam and
Gudarz, is especially highlighted in grade ten’s
‘Rostam and Sohrab,” fostering loyalty to
homeland. Justice-seeking, exemplified by
Kay Khosrow, is strongly reflected in grade
twelve’s content, promoting fairness and civic
responsibility. Self-sacrifice and loyalty,
embodied by Siavash, are emphasized in
grade eleven, cultivating commitment and
moral responsibility in students. Resistance
against enemies appears moderately in grade
ten, promoting perseverance, while rationality,
though inherent in Kay Khosrow’s character, is
underrepresented, suggesting a need for more
analytical and critical thinking content.
Additionally, the qualitative synthesis identified
strengths (clear ethical and heroic modeling,
cultural motivation) and weaknesses (lack of
psychological depth, limited diversity of
characters, risk of superficial reading).
Suggested improvements include
Shahnameh

psychological

incorporating  lesser-known

characters, emphasizing
analysis, and providing supplementary
educational activities to deepen students’
engagement and critical reflection.
Discussion and Conclusion

This  study

characterization of Shahnameh figures, as

demonstrated that the

presented in upper secondary Persian
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textbooks, holds substantial potential for
strengthening students’ national identity. The
multidimensional traits of these characters—
integrating personal virtues, ethical principles,
and social responsibilities—allow students to
emotionally identify with them and internalize
their values. Rostam’s courage and loyalty
alongside his tragic flaws teach both heroism
and humility; Siavash’s integrity and
victimhood inspire fidelity and moral
steadfastness; and Kay Khosrow’s rational
and just leadership encourages critical
thinking and ethical governance. The
textbooks’ treatment of these figures reflects a
deliberate curricular progression: grade ten
emphasizes epic heroism, grade eleven
highlights moral integrity, and grade twelve
stresses rational-ethical leadership. This
scaffolded approach aligns with students’
cognitive and emotional development,
gradually shifting from narrative excitement
toward ethical and identity formation.

Furthermore, the findings indicate that national

identity indicators—patriotism, justice-
seeking, self-sacrifice, loyalty, and
resistance—are effectively conveyed,

fostering students’ sense of belonging,
responsibility, and cultural pride. However, the
relative neglect of rationality and critical
analysis suggests a gap in promoting students’
higher-order thinking about sociopolitical
issues. Addressing this gap could enhance the
textbooks’ capacity to cultivate not only
emotional attachment to heritage but also

analytical engagement with its meanings.

While the textbooks successfully leverage
Shahnameh’s epic and moral appeal, they risk
superficial reading if they focus solely on plot.
Expanding psychological characterization,
diversifying included figures, and integrating
interactive pedagogical activities (such as
group discussions and thematic workshops)
could mitigate this risk and enrich students’
interpretive sKills.

In conclusion, the study affirms that
Shahnameh

presented in a multidimensional, analytically

characterization—when

framed way—can serve as a powerful
educational tool for fostering national identity,
ethical formation, and cultural motivation
among students. By balancing its heroic allure
with critical, ethical, and psychological depth,
Persian textbooks can transform these
classical narratives into dynamic instruments
for shaping informed, culturally rooted, and

morally responsible future citizens.
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