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1.Introduction

The Shahnameh, Ferdowsi’s monumental epic, is not merely a chronicle of mythical kings and
heroic feats; it is a profound meditation on the nature of power, legitimacy, and the ideal polity.
At first glance, the legitimacy of rule in the Shahnameh appears to rest upon a metaphysical
foundation—the divine bestowal of Farr-e¢ Izadi (Divine Glory) and Farr-e Kayani (Royal
Glory). This celestial radiance, bestowed upon the chosen ruler, serves as the ultimate sanction
for kingship, distinguishing the legitimate sovereign from the usurper. However, a closer
reading of the epic reveals a far more nuanced and critical discourse on governance. Ferdowsi
does not present divine grace as an unconditional or permanent guarantee of just rule. Rather,
through the trajectories of four iconic kings—Jamshid, Fereydun, Kay Kavus, and Kay
Khosrow—he systematically deconstructs purely theological and charismatic authority,
ultimately pointing toward a vision of governance grounded in institutional structure, moral
accountability, and the well-being of the people.

The tragic arc of Jamshid, the archetypal Pishdadi king, offers the first and most dramatic
critique of metaphysical legitimacy. Initially blessed with the Farr, Jamshid ushers in an era of
prosperity and civilizational advancement. Yet, his pride becomes his undoing. He attributes his
success solely to his own power, declaring himself the creator of light and life, thereby severing
his connection with the divine. The Farr departs from him in the form of a bird, and his
kingdom descends into chaos, paving the way for the tyrannical Zahhak. Jamshid’s fate
illustrates a fundamental principle: the Farr is not a permanent possession but a trust that
depends on the king’s humility, gratitude, and recognition of a higher source. When the ruler
confuses divine favor with personal omnipotence, the very foundation of his legitimacy
collapses. In Jamshid, we witness the failure of a purely theological model of authority—one
that mistakes divine election for unconditional entitlement.

In contrast, Fereydun represents the restoration of righteous kingship through a combination
of moral integrity, justice, and decisive action. Having overthrown the tyrant Zahhak, Fereydun
governs with wisdom and fairness, dividing the world among his sons and establishing a long
period of stability. He is the archetype of the just king whose legitimacy is derived not only
from the Farr but from his ethical conduct and commitment to the welfare of his subjects.
Fereydun embodies what can be termed the “moral perspective” on governance—a necessary
corrective to the hubris exemplified by Jamshid. His reign suggests that legitimacy requires
more than metaphysical sanction; it demands active virtue and a sense of responsibility toward
the realm. However, Fereydun’s model, while ethically superior, remains deeply tied to his
personal charisma and presence. His justice is the justice of a wise individual, not yet the
product of a durable institutional framework.

The case of Kay Kavus, the Kayani king, introduces a further complication. Despite
possessing the Farr-e Kayani, Kay Kavus repeatedly displays recklessness, vanity, and a fatal
lack of moral and social judgment. His ill-fated ambitions to invade the heavens and his
inability to learn from his mistakes call into question the sufficiency of even the royal glory as a
guarantor of good governance. If Jamshid’s fall was the result of pride, Kay Kavus’s failures
stem from a persistent immaturity and a disregard for counsel and prudence. His reign
demonstrates that while the Farr may confer a certain status, it does not automatically bestow
the wisdom necessary for rule. The king’s moral and intellectual qualifications thus become
indispensable elements in the evaluation of his legitimacy. Ferdowsi, through Kay Kavus,
suggests that metaphysical authority cannot stand alone; it must be complemented by personal
virtue and the capacity for sound judgment.

It is in Kay Khosrow that the epic reaches its most sophisticated political resolution. Having
inherited both the Farr and a deep sense of justice, Kay Khosrow transcends the limitations of
his predecessors. He is not simply a divinely favored or morally upright king; he is a ruler who
understands that governance is ultimately about the institution of kingship itself, not the
glorification of the individual. His legendary quest for vengeance against Afrasiyab is motivated
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not by personal ambition but by a collective historical duty. More importantly, his eventual
decision to abdicate and vanish from the world marks a radical departure from the model of the
king as the omnipresent, all-powerful subject of politics. In choosing to withdraw, Kay
Khosrow signals that the institution of governance is greater than any single ruler. He embodies
a paradigm in which legitimacy is derived from the efficiency, effectiveness, and general
satisfaction of the subjects, rather than from the charismatic presence of the sovereign.

This progression from Jamshid to Kay Khosrow traces a philosophical evolution from
personal charisma to institutional rationality. Jamshid personifies the danger of unchecked
divine authority; Fereydun offers the model of the virtuous ruler; Kay Kavus reveals the
inadequacy of mere lineage or glory; and Kay Khosrow envisions a polity in which the ruler’s
ultimate purpose is to serve the common good and then step aside, allowing the structure of
governance to endure. Ferdowsi’s masterpiece thus emerges not as a naive celebration of
kingship but as a deeply critical work that interrogates the very foundations of political
authority.

In conclusion, the Shahnameh presents a multifaceted and evolving discourse on governance.
While the theological and charismatic legitimacies remain present, they are continually tested,
qualified, and ultimately surpassed. The ideal of governance, as portrayed through Kay
Khosrow, shifts from the divine right of the individual toward an institutional model centered on
justice, effectiveness, and the public good. In this sense, Ferdowsi anticipates modern debates
on the nature of political legitimacy, questioning whether power should rest on metaphysical
claims, personal virtue, or the functional quality of the ruling institution. The Shahnameh
ultimately suggests that the health of the polity depends not on the halo of the ruler but on the
strength and integrity of the structures that serve the people—a lesson as relevant today as it
was a millennium ago.
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