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This study draws on feminist literary criticism, particularly Laura Mulvey’s concept of the “gaze,”
to analyze the representation of women in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh. It seeks to examine the
mechanisms through which meaning is produced in relation to the body, gender, and narrative
power. The central research question concerns how women in the Shahnameh are constructed and
defined through systems of looking, aesthetic descriptions, and moral judgments, and how this
process relates to the male-centered structure of the narrative. To this end, Mulvey’s theory of the
gaze is employed as an interpretive framework for textual analysis, with due consideration given to
the differences between cinematic representation and literary narrative. The findings indicate that
the representation of women in the Shahnameh follows a multilayered logic in which the “gaze”
can be examined beyond the act of looking itself, in relation to descriptive strategies, points of
view, and narrative judgments. Within this framework, women’s bodies are, in certain scenes,
introduced through aesthetic metaphors such as the moon, the cypress, hair, and brocade, thereby
becoming subjects of description and evaluation. However, such descriptions alone are insufficient
to establish objectification or the operation of the gaze. In characters such as Tahmineh and
Gordafarid, moments of female agency and subjectivity emerge, revealing a tension between
objectification and the possibility of agency. By contrast, Sudabeh is represented within a
framework of moral judgment and exclusion, with evaluative narrative language transforming her
character into a moral and social problem. The study also demonstrates that the representation of
the female body in the Shahnameh is not fixed but acquires meaning within a shifting field
encompassing beauty, action, and morality. Ultimately, the study concludes that the Shahnameh is a
multilayered text in its representation of gender, in which aesthetic description, characters’ gazes,
narrative judgment, and women’s agency interact and sometimes come into tension with one
another. Accordingly, applying gaze theory to the analysis of the Shahnameh requires attention to
the distinctive features of literary narrative and cautions against equating descriptions of beauty
with the gaze.
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1. Introduction
The representation of women in classical Persian literature reflects the cultural and social values
of the society in which literary works were produced. Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, despite its
predominantly heroic and masculine narratives, presents several influential female characters
who play important roles in the development of its stories. However, the representation of these
women is often shaped by descriptions of beauty, gender expectations, and patriarchal values.
Laura Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze provides a framework for examining the
representation of women as objects of looking and desire. Although this theory was originally
developed in film studies, it can also be applied to literary texts by examining descriptions,
narrative perspectives, and relationships between characters. This study investigates the
representation of women in the Shahnameh, focusing on Rudabeh, Tahmineh, Sudabeh, and
Gordafarid. It aims to analyze the relationship between the male gaze, gender representation,
and female agency in Ferdowsi’s epic.

2. Literature Review
Mulvey (1975) introduces the concept of the male gaze to explain how women are represented
as objects of visual pleasure within patriarchal systems. From this perspective, men generally
occupy the position of the observer, while women are presented as objects of observation and
desire. This theory has become an important framework in feminist studies of representation.
Several studies have examined female characters in the Shahnameh from social,
psychological, and feminist perspectives. Parsian and Valipour Hefshjani (2020) investigate the
social position of women such as Rudabeh and Tahmineh. Davoudnia et al. (2015) examine
female characters from a psychological perspective, while Qaraei et al. (2023) analyze the
identity of warrior women in the Shahnameh. Nevertheless, the application of Mulvey’s theory
to the representation of women in this epic provides a different perspective. The present study
examines female representation through the concepts of gaze, objectification, and agency.

3. Materials and Methods

This is a qualitative and descriptive-analytical study based on feminist literary criticism. The
research data are selected passages from Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, focusing on the representation of
Rudabeh, Tahmineh, Sudabeh, and Gordafarid. The passages are analyzed in terms of physical
description, narrative perspective, gender relations, moral judgment, and female agency. Laura
Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze is used as the main analytical framework to examine how women
are represented as objects of observation or as active subjects within the narrative.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that women in the Shahnameh are represented through different patterns
of gender identity and power relations. Rudabeh and Tahmineh are introduced through
descriptions of physical beauty, but they also demonstrate personal will and decision-making.
Sudabeh’s representation is strongly influenced by moral judgment and negative narrative
evaluation. In contrast, Gordafarid challenges conventional gender roles through her courage
and participation in battle.

The analysis shows that female representation in the Shahnameh cannot be reduced entirely
to objectification. Although descriptions of beauty and patriarchal perspectives influence the
representation of women, female characters also demonstrate agency and the ability to affect
narrative events. Therefore, Mulvey’s theory provides a useful framework for examining the
relationship between the gaze, gender, and power, while the findings reveal the complex
position of women in Ferdowsi’s epic.
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