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Abstract

This study adopts a comparative approach to examine the two major cultures of Iran and Greece through their
mythological-tragic literature, focusing on the key concepts of hamartia and hubris. For this purpose,
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh is selected from Iranian literature, while the plays of Aeschylus represent Greek
literature. In the Shahnameh, actions that can be classified as tragic or fatal error (hamartia) and excessive
pride (hubris) are extremely rare. This rarity is rooted in a worldview in which the relationship between God
and human beings is based on justice: God provides humanity with all necessary means and requires
gratitude in return. Consequently, the human figures of the Shahnameh find little motivation for the repetition
or continuation of hamartia and hubris. Even in exceptional cases such as Jamshid and Kay Kavus, these
actions stem from arrogance and ingratitude rather than dissatisfaction with divine justice. In contrast, within
Greek culture, actions falling under hamartia and hubris are frequent, reflecting the perceived injustice of the
gods toward humans and the limitations imposed upon them.
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Introduction
The literature of any nation—particularly its mythological, epic, and tragic traditions—reflects its intellectual
structures, ethical values, and overall worldview. Among such traditions, the ancient cultures of Iran and
Greece have long attracted the attention of scholars in the humanities. Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh and the plays
of Aeschylus, alongside Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, are regarded as among the earliest literary works of
these civilizations. These texts provide profound insights into the cultural, philosophical, and ideological
foundations of their respective societies.

The present study examines key narratives from the Shahnameh, including the stories of Jamshid, Kay
Kavus, and Kay Khosrow, and analyzes selected plays by Aeschylus, with particular emphasis on
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Prometheus Bound and the Oresteia. Through this analysis, the research seeks to demonstrate how the
concepts of hamartia and hubris are articulated in each culture, how these concepts shape literary
representation, and how they reflect broader intellectual developments. In the course of this investigation,
significant differences between Iranian and Greek worldviews become evident.

Materials and Methods
This research employs a descriptive-analytical and documentary method, drawing on library-based sources
and critical textual analysis.

Research Findings

The findings indicate that within the Iranian worldview, hamartia is a rare phenomenon. In the limited
instances where it occurs—such as in the cases of Jamshid and Kay Kavus—it results from the individual’s
forgetfulness of the human position due to pride and arrogance, rather than from a sense of injustice or
deprivation of rights. Such actions lead to a decline in status and the loss of farr-e izadi (divine glory), which
signifies divine approval.

By contrast, in the Greek worldview, hamartia frequently emerges from feelings of injustice and from the
restrictions imposed by the gods upon human beings. As a result, Iranian literature exhibits few instances of
hamartia and hubris, whereas Greek literature frequently portrays conflict between humans and gods,
creating conditions for the emergence of these concepts. In ancient Greek mythological thought, humans and
gods exist within a continuous and interactive system rather than as entirely separate entities. The Greek
human is defined in direct relation to divine powers, and the boundary between mortals and gods is highly
fluid. From this perspective, hamartia and hubris reflect an ontological understanding of existence: the tragic
error of the hero not only violates ethical norms but also constitutes an intrusion into the divine realm.

This disruption of cosmic order provokes divine reaction and punishment. Accordingly, the interpretation
of human—divine conflict in ancient Greece through hamartia and hubris represents not merely a moral
discourse but an ontological one, most clearly expressed in tragedy.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions

Based on the examinations and comparative analyses conducted in this study—which focuses on the two
concepts of hamartia and hubris in Iranian and Greek literature and investigates their reflection in the
worldview of the Iranian human as represented in the Shahnameh and the ancient Greek human—several
conclusions may be drawn as follows:

Justice and its realization constitute a central concept in both cultures. In the intellectual and ideological
framework of the Shahnameh, since a just and righteous God governs the universe and an optimal order
exists among the world, humanity, and divine justice, there is no conceptual ground for objecting to or
challenging divine justice. Consequently, the actions of Jamshid and Kay Kavus most closely correspond to
the characteristics of hamartia, not because they oppose divine justice, but rather due to arrogance,
ingratitude, and a sense of self-exaltation. These traits reveal an inner rupture and existential deficiency in
these figures, as they fail to perceive and comprehend divine harmony and justice.

In the case of Jamshid, the consequence of such arrogance is the loss of his divine legitimacy (farr-e
izadi), which ultimately leads to the collapse of both his psychological coherence and the social order of his
realm. Regarding the subsequent king, Kay Kavus, although he too commits actions driven by pride and
audacity, he soon becomes aware of his error, repents, and reforms his behavior. Following him, Kay
Khosrow, with a consciously admonitory and reflective approach toward the actions of these two kings,
brings the cycle of rebellious behavior to an end. Accordingly, hamartia and hubris in the Shahnameh serve
a didactic and moralizing function, leading to repentance and awakening in later rulers. In this context,
hamartia functions primarily as a warning that culminates in repentance and moral restoration.

By contrast, the Greek human consistently perceives themselves as exposed to the injustices of the gods.
These gods monopolize many resources, including fire, which symbolizes craftsmanship, civilization, and
progress. The Greek human grows weary of this condition and, at the initial stage and without sufficient
awareness, commits acts against the gods that can be classified as hamartia, as illustrated in myths such as
those of Niobe and Arachne. With the emergence of drama, traces of hamartia continue to appear, for
instance in the play The Persians.
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Gradually, however, with the rise of philosophical reflection and rational inquiry, the Greek human
begins to engage consciously and deliberately in actions that correspond to hubris, as exemplified in
Prometheus Bound and Aeschylus’s Oresteia. Through these actions, the Greek human seeks to establish
justice and advance their interests not through violent confrontation, but through dialogue, reconciliation, and
negotiation with the gods. This effort ultimately proves successful, as demonstrated by Orestes’ acquittal in
the Oresteia, which signifies a transformation in the relationship between humans and the divine.

Another important point concerns the comparison of the two worldviews in Iranian and Greek cultures.
The Greek human must traverse a long, perilous path in order to reach reconciliation with the gods who are
persistently in conflict with humanity, thereby establishing justice and gaining access to fire and its benefits.
In contrast, the human of the Shahnameh receives divine gifts from the outset, without warfare and in an
atmosphere of peace and harmony, while God enacts justice on behalf of humanity. Consequently, Jamshid
and Kay Kavus are granted no legitimate grounds for committing hamartia or hubris. Kay Khosrow, fully
aware of divine justice, consciously halts such actions by learning from and taking admonition from the
deeds of his predecessors.

Ultimately, it can be concluded that the Greek human perceives the world as a continual arena of struggle
between humanity and the gods and strives to reclaim fundamental rights, including justice. In contrast, the
Shahnameh consistently portrays the world as a realm of harmony and interconnectedness between humanity
and a just God who bestows all necessary resources upon humankind. This fundamental difference in
worldview and ontology between the two cultures is evident not only at the narrative level but also within the
epistemological and ethical layers of their texts and intellectual traditions. As a result, prior to Aeschylus,
conflicts between gods and humans in Greek myths and tragedies frequently lead to destruction or severe
punishment for humans—as seen in the cases of Arachne, Niobe, and Icarus, who lose their lives, and
Oedipus in Sophocles, who blinds himself as punishment. In Aeschylus’s plays, however, such death,
punishment, and direct conflict between humans and gods gradually diminish.
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