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Introduction

The story of Kaveh and Zahhak is one of the oldest legends in Iranian mythology, focusing on the
struggles between ruling powers and the masses against oppression and tyranny. In Iranian history and
culture, this tale symbolizes a just fight against tyranny. Historically, Zahhak is portrayed as an evil
character who ruled over Iran through cruelty and oppression. He is said to have two snakes growing
from his shoulders, which required him to sacrifice young men daily to satisfy their hunger. This
depiction of Zahhak as a cruel, bloodthirsty king serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of absolute
power and the consequences of unchecked greed and ambition. “Zahhak took the kingdom from Jamshid
and killed him; during his reign, sorcery and vice became evident, and he brought demons and wicked
folk close to himself, punishing people in such a way that he threw them into a cauldron and boiled
them. As his corruption grew, people became weary, and many were killed because of those snakes”
(Gardizi, 2005, pp. 67-68). Key figures in the story of Zahhak include Kaveh the Blacksmith, who led
the uprising against Zahhak’s tyranny, and the hero Fereydun, who ultimately defeated Zahhak and
restored justice to Iran. Critical discourse analysis, particularly Laclau and Mouffe's theoretical
framework, offers a useful tool for studying power relations and how hegemony forms and solidifies in
literary and political texts. Laclau and Mouffe believe that discourses are constantly striving to stabilize
meaning and create chains of equivalence to establish hegemony in their favor. In this context, the story
of Kaveh and Zahhak can be understood as a field for discourse analysis, where Kaveh represents the
masses, and Zahhak symbolizes authoritarian power. The confrontation between these two elements
illustrates the intertwining and conflict between opposing discourses, each attempting to establish its
social meaning and legitimacy. In this article, we will examine how the discourses of conflicting
elements and the people are shaped and confront each other within the context of the story of Kaveh and
Zahhak, using the critical discourse analysis theory of Laclau and Mouffe.

A brief note on previous works

Among the articles discussing the discursive confrontation between two powers, there is one by Hosseini
and Mohammadzadeh (2006) titled “An Analysis of the Confrontational Structure of Rostam and
Esfandiar Based on Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Theory.” The authors focus on the internal and external
binaries of the two main characters in the story, namely Rostam and Esfandiar, and delve into their
cognitive functions and oppositions. Another article entitled “An Analysis of the Myth of Zahhak Based
on Lévi-Strauss’s Binary Oppositions” by Ebadi and colleagues (2016) examines contrasts such as
Iranians versus non-Iranians, lion versus blood, Kaveh versus Zahhak, a communal society versus a
centralized government, and various upcoming oppositions in the Shahnameh. Chaharmahali (2017)
also investigates the oppositional structure of the Siyavash story based on Lévi-Strauss’s theory,
identifying the foundational principles of the narrative as the dichotomies of “overvaluing kinship ties”
and “undervaluing kinship ties.” Another relevant article titled “Discursive Conflicts in the Ghazals of
Hafez Based on the Theory of Laclau and Mouffe” by Davoodi and colleagues (2021) looks into the
existing discursive order in Hafez’s poetry, encompassing government, religious, mystical, and Hafez’s
distinctive discourses. The discourse of mysticism is highlighted, while the three other religion-centered
discourses are marginalized and deemed “other.” Another study titled “An Analysis of Opposing
Discourses in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh with a Critical Discourse Analysis Approach” by Eslami and
Zomorrodi (2022) examines new dimensions of the narrative structure of Zahhak in the Shahnameh.
Given this background, until now, no article has conducted a critical discourse analysis focusing on the
confrontation between the hostile government and the people. In fact, this article’s examination of how
resistance and tyranny discourses are produced in the Kaveh and Zahhak narrative could lead to a
reevaluation of traditional and well-known interpretations of these texts, helping researchers uncover
new aspects of them. Additionally, this approach could offer a fresh perspective on how discourses are
formed and evolve, contributing to structural analyses beyond traditional methods. It should be noted
that studying how the Kaveh and Zahhak story impacts contemporary resistance discourses could lead
to innovative analyses in the fields of current politics, identity, and culture Iran can be substantial, and
this connection can be introduced as a new area of study.
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Method

This study’s theoretical framework is based on critical discourse analysis using a library-based approach.
Basically, given the research approach and the description of the qualitative method and discourse
analysis as the main approach, the analysis process describes the various stages of discourse analysis,
from identifying discourse elements to illustrating how language and power are connected. The overall
method of this research includes: selecting reliable sources relevant to the research topic; extracting the
necessary data and information from various sources to identify and examine the characteristics,
patterns, and trends present in the subject of critical discourse analysis. This approach allowed the
researcher, without needing field research, to analyze and examine the details of the discourse in the
story of Kaveh and Zahhak based on the theories of Laclau and Mouffe.

Theoretical framework
Discourse plays an instrumental role in establishing and challenging hegemony. Different groups use
discourse to create or destroy dominant situations. Discourse is a framework in which the struggle over
meanings and values takes place. “The concept of hegemony is usually understood as emphasizing the
use of force. This concept describes how dominant social groups achieve their rule or leadership by
achieving social cohesion and consensus, and states that the position of the ruling group is not
automatically achieved, but requires the ruling group to gain popular acceptance for its leadership
through a complex structure of political projects and social alliances” (Joseph, 2002, p. 1). Hegemony,
unlike overt and apparent power, usually operates subtly through culture, ideology, and institutions.
Laclau and Mouffe, two prominent theorists in the field of cultural and political studies, have expanded
the concept of hegemony within the framework of post-structuralism and post-Marxism. In their theory,
“hegemony is considered a process by which social meanings and norms are established, and power is
exercised through language and discourses” (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985, pp. 19-21). In Laclau and
Mouffe’s theory, hegemony is based on concepts such as uncertainty and temporality, so that no
discourse is absolutely fixed or permanent, and there is always the possibility of challenge and change.

Conclusion
Researchers have concluded the following:

1. The language used in the Shahnameh to portray Zahhak as the embodiment of evil and Kaveh as
the symbol of good creates a linguistic contrast that solidifies their roles and positions. Using
descriptions and stories of Zahhak’s tyranny and crimes, contrasted with Fereydun’s justice and
bravery, reinforces this duality.

2. The mythologizing of Kaveh as a savior and national hero, using stories with symbolic and
educational functions, helps establish his discursive hegemony. This symbolic representation
causes the audience to subconsciously internalize the desired value system.

3. The language used in describing the story of Fereydun and Zahhak helps legitimize Fereydun’s
power. The depiction of events and miracles associated with Fereydun as signs of his legitimacy
grants him a kind of historical and moral authority.

4. Using language to define and strengthen the collective identity of Iranians against an external
enemy, Zahhak, led to social mobilization and the creation of an identity consensus around shared
values.
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