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ABSTRACT

Core concepts of the posthumanist turn—distributed agency, relationality, non-human
individuality, assemblage—are usually presented as late twentieth-century Western
conceptualizations. This paper argues that traces of these constructs appear as affective
infrastructures in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh (4th century AH). A close reading of the Simorgh
in Zal's upbringing, Rostam's symbiotic bond with Rakhsh, and Attar's Conference of the
Birds shows that Persian epic contains an early articulation of posthumanism with deep
effects on Iranians' affective infrastructures and resilience. Drawing on Latour, Haraway,
and Bennett, I argue that heterogeneous human and non-human elements of Iranian epic
display agency in various forms. The recent invocation of Rostam and the Simorgh as
sources of resistance and national cohesion in war demonstrates the enduring vitality of
premodern posthumanist frameworks in Iran. By reversing the temporal and geographical
hierarchy of Western theory, the paper reveals diverse genealogies of posthumanist thought
from a postcolonial perspective. Reading the Shahnameh as an independent theory opens
new opportunities for Iranian cultural studies and for localizing posthumanist thought. The
central claim is that attention to forgotten premodern, non-Western articulations of
posthumanism, and to the living, affective subjectivity of the Shahnameh, is essential.
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INTRODUCTION

The posthumanist turn offers cultural studies powerful conceptual tools. Agency is
not monopolized by humans; non-humans and nature participate in it. Distributed
agency de-centers human subjectivity; relationality dissolves nature/culture
dualisms; non-human individuality recognizes the agency of animals, objects, and
environments. Posthumanism is an experience both before and after humanism:
human evolution has always intersected with environments and tools, and, as Wolfe
(2010, XV) notes, it marks a historical moment when the de-centering of the human
and its entanglement in technological, informational, and economic networks can no
longer be ignored.

Yet posthumanist conceptualizations are invariably introduced through Western
theoretical traditions, while premodern non-Western literature is treated as raw data
or mere case study. Critiquing this Eurocentrism, I read the Shahnameh as a
premodern form of posthumanist thought. Ferdowsi's epic (11th century CE) and, to
a degree, Attar's Simorgh narrative (12th century CE) provide clear instances of
radical deconstruction of humanist subjectivity. Reading the Simorgh, Zal, Rostam,
and Attar's thirty birds (Simorgh) along the lines of Haraway, Latour, and Deleuze, I
anticipate a method I call "posthumanism before humanism." Its postcolonial
implication is the localization of the posthuman turn.

Mythological non-humans in the Shahnameh have shaped affective structures in
contemporary Iran, especially during war. Conventional humanist studies treat
emotions as psychological experiences of human individuals or populations, leaving
no place for mythological non-humans in organizing, directing, or sustaining
emotions. The humanist paradigm also assumes the human narrator alone constructs
and owns emotional narratives, ignoring the larger historical, cultural, ecological, and
trans-individual field in which the narrator already operates. In a posthumanist
reading, narrative belongs not to the individual but to the collective and to a long
historical heritage—a reserve of emotional capital and resilience.

In the recent war, these mythological figures repeatedly inspired and regulated
Iranians' emotions, offering resilience, hope, and cohesion. The Shahnameh's wars
aim at defending the homeland, repelling evil, and rejecting foreigners, all grounded
in moral and rational logic. Patriotism, anti-evil, anti-greed, vengeance, and defense
of religion and justice constitute the philosophy of Iran's wars (Homayi et al., 1403,
p. 225). Despite this richness, cultural studies has attended to the Shahnameh's
emotional themes mainly symbolically—reading the Simorgh as a mere metaphor for
hope or unity—neglecting their acting, infrastructural role in Iranians' daily lives.

The central question is: what posthumanist constructs can be recognized in
the Shahnameh, and how do its mythological non-humans, as affective infrastructure,
shape patterns and frameworks for Iranians' sensory experience and resilience? I



discuss four constructs (distributed agency, relationality, non-human individuality,
becoming-animal/assemblage) as components of Iranians' affective infrastructure,
then use close readings of Shahnameh stories and Attar's Conference of the Birds to
show instances and implications. The final section critiques the posthumanist
tradition and its applications in Iranian cultural studies.

The posthumanist tradition is closely linked to actor-network theory (Latour,
2005; Callon and Law, 1995), which treats humans and non-humans symmetrically,
without eliminating either's agency (Sharifzadeh, 1397, p. 13). Heterogeneous
networks traverse society, nature, and technology. Accordingly, the Shahnameh is
not merely a literary work of symbolic importance but a network of non-human
actors—narrators, listeners, the text, digital pages, poetic meters—that co-create this
heritage without privileging human intentionality. The humanist reduction of
the Shahnameh to individual and collective narratives is reductive. To understand the
efficacy of its material forms (paper book, digital performances, statues, wall
paintings), Bennett's (2010) vibrant matter is inspiring: these objects become
influential material forces during war and catastrophe.

Assemblage theory (Deleuze and Guattari; DeLanda, 2006) provides another key
concept. All assemblages are singular, historical, and unique (DeLanda, 2006, p. 6).
DeLanda's (2016) flat materialist ontology examines the role of non-material actors
on human collectives; the only unifying element is a common task, symbiosis, or
convergence (2016, p 1). An assemblage encompasses social and non-social entities
from individual, natural, and mythological levels and is not static (ibid., pp. 19-22).
In the Shahnameh assemblage we can distinguish materiality (books, paintings,
videos), expressive role (Ferdowsi's descriptions), territorializing aspect (plot and
events sustaining identity), deterritorializing aspect (invasions, defeats, deaths,
traumas), and discursive aspect (preserving myths for national cohesion or neglecting
them). The Shahnameh is not a fixed text but a multiplicity entering temporary
alliances with other assemblages (state, family, battlefield).

To analyze affective infrastructures, I draw on recent affect theories. Sara
Ahmed's (2014) cultural economy of affect is a posthumanist reading: emotions
acquire materiality and circulate between bodies as objects. Brian Massumi's
autonomy of affect views affects as pre-individual, non-human categories. The pre-
individual aspects, materiality, and persistent circulation of affects justify
conceptualizing them as "infrastructure" (Berlant, 2016; Star, 1999). Star considers
relationality and ecologicality as key characteristics; infrastructures carry meanings
for different groups and are essential to our activities (Star, 1999, p. 377). Grossberg's
(1988) "economy of affect" shows how affective investments internalize ideologies
and how power structures exploit emotional energies; affect "forms part of the power
relations involved in governing people's behavior" (Star, 1999, p 282). Popular and
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elite cultural heritages—the Shahnameh being a clear instance—are strategies of
affective empowerment and its location. The Shahnameh gives Iranians a shared
emotional geography.

Extending these formulations to emotions evoked by epic texts, mythological
heroes (Rostam, Arash, the Simorgh) are invoked during national traumas as affective
infrastructures serving cohesion and consolation. These characters possess "non-
human individualities," not merely imaginary beings or metaphors. The Simorgh is a
pure other, an ideal with which humans across generations communicate. Attributing
non-human individuality to mythological characters extends narrative logic into a
posthuman space where humans and narratives co-evolve. Stories are not passive; in
unison with Caracciolo (2021), they form part of our embodiment. Humans
physically inhabit stories. The appeal of oral narration by traditional narrators derived
partly from the metrical, rhythmic forms of the Shahnameh and the deep penetration
of narratives into bodies and souls.

METHODOLOGY

The method is predominantly textual analysis based on close reading—meticulous
analysis of text parts, examining "the relationship between the internal functions of
discourse" to discover what shapes a text's persuasive power (Allen, 2017). Focus is
on themes consistent with posthumanist ontology: human-animal bonds,
metamorphoses, hybridizations. Selected stories and characters (Zal and the Simorgh;
Attar's Conference of the Birds) are analyzed. Findings from related research are
reviewed for validity. Other important themes—material agency, temporality,
environmental bonds, trans-embodiment—are referred to implicitly due to word
limitations. Another consideration is the extension of selected stories to
contemporary experience, specifically the recent war. Given sample limitations,
analyses should be interpreted with caution.

FINDINGS
1. Distributed Agency: Simorgh's Feather

Distributed agency (Latour, 2005; Bennett, 2010) rejects a single intentional human
subject as the origin of action; agency circulates through networks of human and non-
human actors. Unlike Western theory, focused on science and new ontology,
the Shahnameh shows ancient distributed agency as ordinary and narrative—the
stories themselves act. In Zal's story, Sam abandons his albino son; the Simorgh
nurses and raises him, later giving him a feather to summon her. When Rudabeh's
childbirth becomes difficult, Zal burns the feather; the Simorgh appears, teaches a
primitive cesarean, and heals the wound with her wing. Agency is distributed among
the feather (a non-human object with summoning power), fire (elemental actor), the
Simorgh's knowledge and wing, Zal's decision (conditioned by avian upbringing),



and Rudabeh's body. No single component controls the outcome—precisely Latour's
actor-network. The Shahnameh presents a premodern model of distributed agency
that challenges the humanist fantasy of the independent, self-made hero. The mode
of narration reinforces this: in coffeehouse recitation, the narrator, audience, wall
paintings, and the physical field co-produce emotion. Aydenlu (1388, 41) reports that
officials threatened narrators for killing Sohrab, and audiences asked painters not to
plunge Tahamtan's dagger into his son's flank—evidence that the scene of
consumption is itself a field of distributed agency.

2. Relationality: Beyond Species and Matter

Haraway (1991, 2016) rejects fixed boundaries between human and animal, culture
and nature, organic and technological. Her emblem is the cyborg. Unlike pessimistic
readings of boundary-breaking, the Shahnameh's hybrid figures are tangible, lovable,
and trustworthy. Zal has human form but white hair, is raised by a bird, speaks her
language, and carries a feather that is neither talisman nor tool. The Simorgh speaks
Persian, makes moral arguments, performs surgery, and grieves—neither animal,
god, nor human, but a hybrid of animal, healer, mother, and divine agent. Rostam and
Rakhsh are so fused they form a single combat unit; neither can be imagined without
the other. Rakhsh understands human speech, fights alongside Rostam, and dies of
grief. Deleuze and Guattari's becoming-animal applies fully: Rostam's identity is
incomplete without Rakhsh; when the horse is stolen, Rostam is helpless; when
Rakhsh dies, the epic collapses toward tragedy. This evokes Haraway's companion
species. In Qajar coffechouse painting, Qollar Aghasi's depiction of Sohrab's death
shows simultaneous human and animal grief—Rakhsh enraged, Samand head-
lowered—continuing a Persian tradition of human-animal dialogue for moral
instruction.

3. Non-human Individuality and Becoming-Animal

Non-human individuality (Kohn, 2013; Wolfe, 2010) holds that intentionality, social
life, and moral standing are not monopolized by humans; many indigenous and
premodern ontologies recognize animals, forests, and landscapes as persons.
Becoming-animal (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) places a human at adjacency with an
animal through shared affects and territories—a transformation of configuration and
personality. While Western posthumanism is indebted to its own indigenous
ontologies, the Shahnameh offers a textual archive of non-human individuality
grounded in a literate, royal, Islamic context with a different genealogy—Avestan
thought, plateau myths, and post-Islamic history—placing Iranian posthumanism in
harmony with the monotheistic worldview. The Simorgh is the clearest instance: she
possesses language, moral agency, emotional depth, and social bonds; she is not a
symbol of maternal love, and Western allegorical reductions misunderstand the text.
Ferdowsi treats her as a winged individual. Becoming-animal is evident in Zal's
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upbringing: his habits, language, and loyalty take on avian nature, and his relational
ethics of care contrasts with Sam's warrior dignity. Even demons acquire
individuality—Zahhak, and the demons who tempt Kavus as a youth, a minstrel, or
natural phenomena—complicating the good/evil binary.

4. Assemblage and Affective Infrastructures

Williams (1977) classically conceptualized structures of feeling—residual,
dominant, emergent emotions—but saw actors only in human and social terms.
Berlant's (2016) affective infrastructure is a posthuman revision: active patterning of
social norms that accommodates difference and enables coexistence (Berlant, 2016:
395). Our habits, norms, and affective assemblages connect us to each other and the
world; humans maneuver among commonalities as affective infrastructures. In the
recent war, emotional structures embedded in Iranian myth provided a stable,
patterned, collectively agreed template for hope and meaning-making, aiding
resilience. The Shahnameh contains a full set of emotional formulations—anger,
resentment, revenge, pride, love, hope, forgiveness, altruism—narrated under wars
whose main purpose is justice, not conquest. Islami Nodushan (1370: 24) calls "dad"
(justice) the life-glass of the Iranian people. The recent war revealed intermingling
of national and religious emotional systems; Ravandi (1382: 689) notes Qajar
narrators linked Sohrab's death to Ali Akbar's martyrdom. The Shahnameh's cyclical,
non-linear temporality moderates Iranians' understanding of trauma and sustains
hope for justice, taking resilience beyond individual psychology into historical logic.

These infrastructures ground what I call "national emotional literacy"—the
historical sediments of a society's emotional apparatus, the product of cognitive,
sensory, behavioral, normative, and embodied reserves accumulated through
traumatic events. It is the melting point of social groups' emotions at historical
junctures, providing readiness for action. Dabashi (2015: 152) notes
the Shahnameh was a transnational royal heritage with a fair share for postcolonial
nations; despite nationalist reductions, it remains the greatest unifying epic heritage
regulating Iranians' emotions.

The Shahnameh extends infrastructure from the human social realm to trans-
human myth and narrative. Its meter, characters, and modes of publication and
memorization create a durable structure pre-shaping Iranians' feeling and reaction to
catastrophe. Meter conditions the body: reading aloud regulates breathing,
harmonizes groups, and transmits emotion through sound before meaning. Caracciolo
and Kukkonen (2021) show reading involves the whole body. Poetic meter becomes
a non-human actor in an assemblage shaping lungs, memory, and collective trauma.
The Simorgh's feather is a material-semiotic node in an assemblage of hope.

Attar's Conference of the Birds is the clearest assemblage: thirty birds realize they
are the Simorgh; the reader is an assemblage; the seeker and the sought form a



distributed network. While the Shahnameh's Simorgh maintains animal nature,
Attar's is the pinnacle of posthumanist thought: fusion of identities, the goal of
assemblage being to realize its distributed nature. Attar's trans-humanist ontology is
a method for moral transcendence.

CONCLUSION

The Shahnameh and ~ Attar's masterpiece are premodern formulations of
posthumanism. Distributed agency, relationality, non-human individuality, and
affective assemblage are reflected before the consolidation of the Western humanist
subject. This does not mean Ferdowsi's posthumanism in the contemporary sense, but
that posthumanist concepts are not new; what is new is the modern forgetting of these
premodern ontologies. Ferdowsi did not write posthumanist theory, but posthumanist
concepts help us see what was narrated centuries ago. Temporal incongruity does not
make modern theory application moot: posthumanism critiques the human/non-
human dualism as a construct of Western modernity, so premodern and non-Western
texts that lack such dualisms gain legitimacy in a posthumanist reading.

The Shahnameh case study provides an ideal example for delineating distributed
narrative agency and critiquing cultural studies' presentism, showing how canonical
texts can be seen as actors in Iranians' daily lives. Sensitivity to the precedence of
posthumanist over humanist concepts opens new readings of Iranian literary and
artistic heritage. Methodologically, non-Western texts should not be mere raw data
for Western theory: the Shahnameh is a framework for Iranian cultural theory. Its
logic poses questions back to Western posthumanism—what happens to distributed
agency when the non-human actor is a sacred bird? How does relationality operate
within a monotheistic framework? The Western tradition finds no way to these
questions; answering them requires authentic dialogue with Persian epic and
localization of the posthuman.

The Shahnameh is a living assemblage, an army of words exciting Iranians'
feeling and action. Recognizing this posthuman logic helps us understand why a
thousand-year-old work still throws a feather into the fire in the darkness.
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1. Vibrant matter
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1. Autonomy of affect
2. infrastructure

3. relational
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5. Economy of affect
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1. Close reading
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