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The Tale of Shah Ismail and Arab Zangi from Neo-
historicism Perspective

Ameneh Ebrahimi*!

Abstract
Folklore is to some extent derived from a history, whose bitterness is

disregarded and is essentially transformed as pleased through tales by
the public to relieve themselves. It is through such a drive and attempt
that the general public leave behind their preferred history in tales, a
narrative that consists of the elements of historical and meta-
historical/utopian discourses. Such an approach in textualism of
stories can be consolidated by prominent theories of literary criticism
and, in here, using the theory of neo-historism. This approach is
utilized for investigations into a variety of discourses such as power in
politics, silenced and non-dominant discourses, cultural discourses,
etc. This study investigates the tale of "Shah Ismail and Arab Zangi"
based on the neo-historicism approach and using the historical
explanation method. This text tells us not only about the various
aspects of the discourse of political power in the Iranian history,
which was connected with the religious ideological discourse in the
Safavid era and manifested with the symbol of Zulfigar (Imam Ali's
sword), but also about the discourse of the Kurdish minority at that
time and other social and cultural discourses at and beyond that time.
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Background

Valuable papers and books have used the neo-historicism approach in
Iran, but none has been concerned wtih folk tales. Hence, an
investigation into the folk tale of Shah Ismail and Arab Zangi and its
narrations is still a gap and will add to the existing literature.

Primary question: What are the power discourses in the three
narratives of the Shah Ismail and Arab Zangi tale?

Sub-questions:

In what respects do the Shah Ismail and Arab Zangi tale and the
historical eves of the Safavid period correspond and parallel?

*How does the text discourse represent the lived experience of the
minority/public and the Kurdish minority in Safavid society?

*What socio-cultural rules are accepted and challenged in these
narratives?

Methodology

Using the historical explanation method, the researchers have
attempted to examine the textual elements of the tale under study
based on the historical context and determine whether the text body
has multiple discourses.

Discussion

The tale's central character is Shah Ismail 1, who succeeds his father.
He rises to power as a hero and savior in the historical reality based on
his Kurdish ancestors' 200-year cultural endeavors in the Safavid Sufi
movement, the Shiites' long-held aspirations, and his claim for
monarchy and enjoyment of the divine glory. In fact, he rises from a
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1Ite and SuTT cultural dISCOUTSe WITh an extremist VIEW, trying as the
founder of the Safavid dynasty to spread this discourse and create a
new form of public mentality, social institutions, rituals and rites, etc.
in the community. With such a history of power discourse, that tale
emerged from the public mentality with elements from the earliest
days of the rise of the Safavid dynasty. As the tale's theme shows, it
deals with the interaction of political power and cultural discourse.
The discourse of political power and its dimensions in this tale
indicate that Shah Ismail's courage and care about the vassal's
livelihood made him parallel to the kings of ancient Iran in the public
mind. He has also been considered equal to Imam Ali (AS) by holding
Zulfigar sword, as stated in the historical reality. His patricide to gain
power was according to a rare pattern observed in the history of Iran,
The emphasis of the Kurdish minority in this Kurdish tale/narration on
the Kurdish lineage of Shah Ismail, recorded as a historical fact in the
sources but denied after the Safavids' turning to the Shiite sect,
indicates that this minority had accepted the power of the Safavid
government. The vassal strata's silent discourse for compulsory war
and women's desire to appear in the battlefields are among other
noteworthy points of this tale. In relation to the cultural discourse, this
tale mentions marriage customs and some aspects of the popular
religious beliefs, still observed in the popular cultural life.
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Conclusion

The Shah Ismail and Arab Zangi tale is important as it reflects not
only the history of the time by recounting a part of the political power
and sociocultural discourses during the Safavid period, but also the
pre- and post-history of the time. Although the tale fails to narrate
pure and complete historical reality, it represents a part of history,
which indeed includes some hidden aspects of the public mentality of
the time. A comparison of the text of the tale and the text of history
shows that the political power and sociocultural discourses are in line

253


https://journals.modares.ac.ir/index.php?sid=11&slc_lang=en

Culture and Folk Literature
E-1SSN :2423-7000

Vol. 9, No. 39
August-September 2021
Research Article
WITh companionship With Shah Ismail In the text of the tale. Therefore,
all people including the Kurdish minority, according to the tale,
consider the Safavid government a favorable and ideal one. Yet, the
tale recounts some general facts in history, such as Shah Ismail's
deviation and heinous patricide. It also recounts time-independent
cultural issues as well as values and anti-values that have continued up
to the present time. Finally, it accounts Shah Ismail's love adventures,
riding a horse and fighting with Zulfigar sword to create an ideal
world, as he managed to revolutionize the world in the heart of Iran's
history through exaggerated claims and triumphant sword fight and in

the guise of a world's savior.
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