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Abstract

Government, in its broad sense, is a political and social system established with the aim of creating order, security, and
justice within society and, through reliance on legitimate authority, organizing and administering the affairs of the state.
Among Persian literary works, Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and Bayhagqi’s History are among the most prominent texts that reflect
on the processes through which governments are established and decline. In the Shahnameh, Ferdowsi examines the decline
of governments from a mythological and ethical perspective and regards factors such as oppression and lack of wisdom as
causes of the downfall of kings. Bayhaqi, however, adopts a historical and realistic perspective, considering the decline of
political power to be the consequence of structural political weaknesses, autocracy, and injustice. The present study employs
a descriptive-analytical method and is based on the direct examination of the primary texts. Ultimately, the common
conclusion of both works is that the stability and continuity of government depend on justice and wisdom, whereas injustice
and autocracy constitute the beginning of the collapse of political power.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The decline and collapse of governments

constitute one of the most enduring questions
in political thought, historiography, and literary
studies, because political systems rarely
disappear as a result of a single event and are
more often weakened through a gradual
accumulation of moral, administrative,
economic, and structural failures. In classical
Persian culture, this problem is reflected with
particular depth in Ferdowsi’'s Shahnameh and
Bayhagqi’s History, two major works that differ
substantially in genre, narrative method,
historical  orientation, and intellectual
framework but nevertheless converge on a
number of fundamental explanations for the
instability of political power. The Shahnameh
presents the rise and fall of rulers through an
epic-mythological framework in which kingship
is inseparable from wisdom, justice, ethical
conduct, and the possession of divine royal
glory, while Bayhaqgi’s historical prose
approaches  political  decline  through
documented observations of court behavior,
administrative  rivalry, military  decision-
making, royal suspicion, fiscal pressure, and
the deterioration of institutional order. Political
authority, in its general sense, refers to an
organized structure through which binding

decisions are made, collective affairs are

53 g b 5 aeliald olg 5o (1) b 5 iy s 59
o) skl oy 51 SC el Sl Ko b ys Al i Ul S (65
(e g S Loz o i 55 b s 51 K00

SO SN T PO P S INR TPy
regulated, and order is maintained within
society, yet political authority becomes
vulnerable when its legitimacy and practical
effectiveness are undermined by tyranny,
corruption, mismanagement, or estrangement
from the governed population (3, 10). Classical
political theory likewise associates the
endurance of government with its capacity to
serve the common good rather than private
interests. Aristotle’s classification of political
regimes distinguishes sound forms of
government from their corrupt counterparts
according to whether rule is directed toward
collective welfare or toward the interests of
rulers themselves, and this analytical
distinction provides an important conceptual
basis for understanding political degeneration
(4). Within the Iranian intellectual tradition,
justice occupies a similarly central position,
especially in conceptions of kingship in which
political legitimacy is connected to the ruler’s
ability to preserve social balance, protect
subjects, and prevent oppressive conduct (2).
Accordingly, the present study conducts a
comparative analysis of the causes of
governmental decline in the Shahnameh and
Tarikh-e Bayhagi, with particular attention to
the relationship between ethical failure and
structural weakness. The study seeks to

determine the major factors that lead
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governments toward decline in the two works,
identify  their principal similarities and
differences, and examine whether the political
patterns represented in these texts correspond
to broader theoretical interpretations of
governmental instability. Methodologically, the
research adopts a descriptive-analytical
approach based on direct textual examination
of the two primary works, supplemented by
relevant secondary scholarship on Ferdowsi,
Bayhaqi, kingship, justice, political authority,
and the Ghaznavid political system (1, 14).

In the Shahnameh, the decline of government
is fundamentally represented as a process of
political and moral pathology in which the
ruler’'s personal degeneration gradually
becomes a collective political crisis. Ferdowsi
repeatedly depicts kingship as an institution
whose stability depends on wisdom, justice,
self-restraint, and the ruler's continued
relationship with the moral foundations of
legitimate authority. One of the most
significant causes of decline is royal
arrogance, particularly when political power
produces self-glorification, disregard for
counsel, and a false sense of invulnerability.
Jamshid is the clearest example of this
pattern: his reign initially embodies order,
innovation, civilization, and royal greatness,
but the expansion of his power ultimately leads
him to self-exaltation and a claim to divine
status. In the Iranian mythological tradition,
Jamshid’s loss of divine royal glory follows his
departure from truth and rightful conduct, and

the weakening of his legitimacy creates the

conditions for Zahhak’s domination (6, 15).
Ferdowsi’'s representation of Jamshid
therefore reveals an important political
principle:  political — authority may be
strengthened by achievement, but once
success turns into arrogance and the ruler
places himself above ethical and social limits,
the foundation of his sovereignty begins to
erode. Related studies of kingship in the
Shahnameh have emphasized that the work
repeatedly treats injustice and excessive
desire as major forms of political pathology
and as conditions that ultimately destroy
legitimate rule (16). Royal arrogance is also
closely associated with instability of judgment,
and rulers who lack emotional balance or
sufficient practical wisdom are shown to make
decisions that expose both themselves and
their kingdoms to crisis (5). Zahhak represents
a more radical form of political corruption
because his rule is based on fear, violence,
destruction, and the systematic consumption
of society’s human resources. His tyranny is
not merely personal cruelty but a political order
that destroys the productive and moral
foundations of collective life, thereby
generating the social conditions for rebellion.
The uprising of Kaveh and the rise of Fereydun
dramatize the idea that extreme oppression
eventually creates its own counterforce,
especially when royal authority is no longer
supported by justice or legitimate social
allegiance (7). In this sense, the Shahnameh
conceptualizes collapse not as an accidental

interruption of monarchy but as a
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consequence of the ruler's separation from
justice, wisdom, and the ethical conditions
necessary for the preservation of political
order.

Justice and internal corruption constitute
another major axis in Ferdowsi’s political
vision. Within the Shahnameh, justice is not
represented merely as a private virtue of the
king but as a structural principle of
government, because the ruler’s relationship
with subjects, elites, warriors, and social
groups determines the durability of the political
system. Studies of justice in the Shahnameh
have shown that Ferdowsi consistently
associates just rule with prosperity, stability,
and political strength, whereas oppression is
linked to social suffering, moral disorder, and
eventual destruction (8). This conception is
particularly  significant because injustice
appears in several forms: direct oppression by
the king, exploitation of subjects, corruption
within the royal court, betrayal by influential
figures, and the replacement of wise advisers
with self-interested courtiers. The Shahnameh
repeatedly warns that the internal environment
of the court can become a major source of
political decay when personal rivalry, intrigue,
or corrupt advice affects royal judgment. In this
respect, the problem of decline is not confined
to the ruler alone; it also involves the political
network surrounding the ruler and the quality
of relationships within the governing elite. The
same logic applies to social and economic
policy. Although the Shahnameh does not

present economic analysis in the modern

technical sense, it clearly connects legitimate

kingship  with cultivation, prosperity,
production, and the welfare of the population.
A king who protects agriculture, supports
productive social groups, and maintains
distributive justice strengthens his kingdom,
whereas rulers who waste resources, pursue
unnecessary military adventures, or impose
destructive burdens on society weaken the
foundations of their own authority. Kay Kavus,
for example, repeatedly engages in reckless
adventures and military enterprises that
demonstrate the danger of ambition without
prudence, while Zahhak’s reign symbolically
represents the destruction of the young and
productive  population.  More  broadly,
Ferdowsi’s political world reflects the idea that
royal power must remain connected to the
governed population and that a ruler who loses
this relationship becomes politically
vulnerable. Scholarly interpretations of the
Shahnameh have likewise emphasized the
close connection between myth, politics, and
collective political values, particularly the
transformation of moral transgression into
political crisis (17). Internal wars and court
conflicts reinforce this pattern. Rivalries
between princes, warriors, dynastic factions,
and court actors repeatedly produce
conditions in which the central authority is
weakened from within before an external force
becomes decisive. In many cases, therefore,
external defeat is preceded by internal
fragmentation. The Shahnameh presents this

interaction between ethical deterioration,
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factional rivalry, economic disorder, and
military misjudgment as a recurring pattern of
political decline rather than as a series of
isolated historical episodes (9, 18).

In Tarikh-e Bayhaqi, the causes of decline are
presented through a more historical,
documentary, and institutionally specific
framework. Bayhaqi does not eliminate ethical
judgment from political analysis, but his
narrative places greater emphasis on concrete
administrative processes, court mechanisms,
personal rivalries, the psychology of rulers,
and the consequences of specific political
decisions. One of the most important causes
of political weakening in Bayhaqi’s account is
the ruler's failure to consult experienced
officials.  Consultation functions as a
mechanism of political rationality because it
allows the ruler to receive competing
interpretations of events, assess possible
risks, and avoid decisions based solely on
personal preference or emotion. Sultan
Mas‘ud’s political behavior illustrates the
gradual erosion of this principle. In the earlier
stages of his rule, he is portrayed as more
willing to consult senior officials and military
leaders, but as distrust and self-confidence
increase, consultation becomes weaker and
major decisions are increasingly shaped by
royal suspicion and personal determination.
Bayhaqi’'s depiction of Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-
Samad demonstrates the importance of a
capable minister who is willing to oppose the
ruler’'s wishes when those wishes threaten the

interests of the state (11). The failure to benefit

from such counsel is especially evident in
military decision-making. Bosworth’s analysis
of the Ghaznavid period similarly emphasizes
the growing tension between Sultan Mas‘ud
and experienced officials and the ruler’s
unwillingness to accept advice that
contradicted his preferred course of action
(12). Such political behavior weakens
government because it transforms authority
into self-referential decision-making and
removes institutional restraints from royal
power. Bayhaqi’'s narrative therefore gives
political decline a strongly administrative
dimension: a government may poSSess
military strength and extensive resources, yet
stil move toward collapse when the ruler
becomes suspicious of advisers, centralizes
judgment excessively, disregards institutional
expertise, or allows court factionalism to shape
policy. This interpretation is consistent with
studies of power discourse in Tarikh-e
Bayhaqi, which have shown that Bayhaqi’'s
historiography reveals complex relationships
among royal authority, bureaucratic
institutions, elite competition, and the
discursive representation of legitimacy (14).
Unlike the more symbolic patterns of the
Shahnameh, Bayhaqgi’'s analysis often
demonstrates how decline develops through
ordinary  political mechanisms: flawed
appointments, ignored advice, personal
jealousy, poor coordination, unstable decision-
making, and the progressive loss of trust
among rulers, ministers, commanders, and

subjects.
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A further major theme in Tarikh-e Bayhaqi is
the relationship among divine legitimacy,
justice, fiscal conduct, and the moral credibility
of government. Bayhaqi often represents
kingship as a divinely granted responsibility,
yet this principle does not imply unconditional
approval of every ruler. Rather, the legitimacy
of kingship is connected to just conduct,
proper administration, and the ruler's moral
relationship with both God and subjects. In
Bayhagqi’'s narrative, a ruler who becomes
unjust or destructive may lose the moral basis
of divine favor, even if his formal political status
remains intact (13). This distinction is highly
significant because it links political legitimacy
to ethical accountability. The same pattern
appears in Bayhaqi’s treatment of injustice in
Khurasan, where violence, insecurity, and
destructive behavior are presented not merely
as administrative problems but as signs that
the ruler's conduct has departed from the
principles necessary for stable sovereignty.
Economic and fiscal policies further intensify
this process. The Ghaznavid state required
substantial resources for military campaigns,
court expenditure, bureaucratic maintenance,
ceremonial display, and elite patronage, and
these demands placed increasing pressure on
the fiscal system. When taxation becomes
excessive or exploitative, the political
consequences extend beyond economic
hardship because fiscal injustice can reduce
agricultural productivity, encourage migration,
intensify local insecurity, and weaken public

confidence in the state. Bayhaqi’'s historical

perspective thus demonstrates that economic
exploitation is also a political problem, since
the durability of government depends on the
willingness and capacity of society to sustain
state structures. Bosworth’s account of the
Ghaznavids describes the intensive financial
exploitation that supported royal generosity,
court culture, and ceremonial expenditure,
illuminating the economic background against
which Bayhagqi’s political observations should
be understood (12). Corruption in this context
is not limited to theft or bribery; it includes the
broader distortion of administrative values
through favoritism, patronage, uncontrolled
expenditure, courtly competition, and the
replacement of competence with personal
connections. Once these patterns become
embedded in government, the state loses both
practical efficiency and moral legitimacy. This
is one of the strongest points of comparison
with the Shahnameh: although Ferdowsi
expresses the problem symbolically through
unjust kings and corrupted courts, and
Bayhaqi describes it historically through
bureaucratic and fiscal processes, both works
treat the separation of political power from
justice as a direct path toward instability. The
principal difference lies in explanatory form:
Ferdowsi interprets decline through mythic
ethics, royal glory, and exemplary narrative,
whereas Bayhagqi interprets it through political
events, institutional weaknesses, concrete
personalities, and documented administrative

experience.
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The comparative analysis therefore
demonstrates that the Shahnameh and Tarikh-
e Bayhaqi converge on several fundamental
causes of governmental decline despite their
major differences in genre and historical
method. Both works identify injustice, royal
arrogance, authoritarian decision-making,
corrupt court environments, unwise advisers,
and estrangement from the population as
major threats to political continuity. They also
agree that power cannot be preserved through
coercion alone and that political authority
requires a combination of wisdom, justice,
consultation, competent administration, and
social legitimacy. Their principal difference lies
in the conceptual language through which
these causes are explained. Ferdowsi
transforms political decline into an epic and
ethical pattern in which the ruler's deviation
from justice and wisdom produces the loss of
legitimate kingship and, in many cases, the
disappearance of divine royal glory. Bayhaqi,
by contrast, documents the decline of power
through identifiable historical decisions,
institutional failures, fiscal pressures, distrust,
factional conflict, and administrative disorder.
Thus, the Shahnameh approaches the
problem primarily from the level of moral and
mythological meaning, while Tarikh-e Bayhaqi
examines it at the level of historical and
political process. Nevertheless, the two
perspectives ultimately reinforce one another.
The first explains why rulers become
illegitimate in moral and cultural terms; the

second shows how illegitimacy and

mismanagement operate through real political
institutions. The findings indicate that
governmental collapse in both texts is best
understood as a cumulative process rather
than a sudden event. A state begins to decline
when its internal corrective mechanisms
weaken, when rulers refuse advice, when
justice gives way to arbitrary power, when
administrative competence is replaced by
factional interest, and when social and
economic pressures destroy the relationship
between government and society. External
crises then function less as original causes
than as final pressures imposed on already
weakened political systems. In this respect,
the two works together offer a remarkably
coherent theory of political decline: the
endurance of political authority depends on
justice, wisdom, institutional discipline,
responsible economic management, and a
continuous relationship between rulers and the
governed. Once these foundations are
undermined, even a powerful kingdom may
rapidly move from apparent stability to political
disintegration.
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