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Abstract

The sense of revenge and vengeance is a vital principle embedded in all human beings and
even in some animals. Although revenge is generally viewed negatively in contemporary
societies, it has historically been regarded as a commendable and valued act within specific
contexts and national traditions. The tradition of vengeance in Iranian myths and epics
possesses a symbolic foundation, reflecting struggles against enemies of religion, cultural
values, and the homeland. One of the most significant Iranian epics in which revenge is
considered a sacred act is Ayadgar-i Zariran (The Memorial of Zarir). This work emphasizes
that, in order to preserve the homeland, religion, sovereignty, national honor, and to punish
enemies, blood revenge must be taken. Accordingly, Bastur, the son of Zarir, avenges his
father’s death by killing Biderafsh with the assistance of his companions. This study employs
a descriptive-analytical method to examine the ritual of revenge in ancient Iran. It first
investigates the motivations for vengeance and the methods of revenge-taking in Iranian epics
and then analyzes the reflection of this tradition in Ayadgar-i Zariran. The findings
demonstrate that the ritual of revenge in Iranian myths and epics was practiced with various
personal and social motivations. In the story of Zarir, revenge is primarily social in nature,
aimed at retribution and punishing the enemy, and it is most often carried out on the battlefield.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The desire for revenge and vengeance is a fundamental instinct found in all human beings and
even in some animals. Although revenge is often viewed negatively today, in many historical
examples and national traditions it was considered a worthy and respected act. In Iranian myths
and epics, the ritual of vengeance has a symbolic foundation and is deeply rooted in Iranian
culture and traditions. It is often motivated by the defense of religion, homeland, borders, and
loved ones. Revenge is not simply an act of meaningless cruelty. Rather, it is a vital principle
that exists in all human beings. What is destroyed during conflict and revenge is usually the
source of a threat to human life and security. Therefore, revenge can be understood as a
defensive action, and the desire for revenge is closely connected to the instinct for survival.
Human beings naturally seek safety and continuity of life. To protect themselves and their
loved ones, they take action against threats. When a person or a group causes harm to them or
their family and creates danger, they often respond defensively and seek retaliation. The aim
of this study is to examine the ritual of revenge in ancient Iran, the motives behind acts of
vengeance, and the methods of taking revenge in Iranian epics. Finally, the study discusses the
reflection of this ritual in Ayadgar-i Zariran.

2. Research Method

This study follows a descriptive-analytical approach and is based on library research. After
examining the available sources, relevant examples and cases were identified and collected.
The data were then organized, classified, and analyzed using information gathered from library
resources. The study investigates the ritual of revenge and its motives in ancient Iran, explores
different methods of taking revenge against enemies, and finally examines the representation
of this ritual in Ayadgar-i Zariran.

3. Findings

One of the Iranian epic narratives that reflects the theme of revenge is Ayadgar-i Zariran, in
which vengeance takes the form of an external conflict. In this story, war breaks out between
Iran and Turan after Goshtasp converts to the Zoroastrian faith. During the conflict, Zarir,
Goshtasp’s brother, and many of his companions are killed. Since Zarir is greatly loved by the
king, the main focus of the story after his death becomes the pursuit of revenge against his
killer.

Revenge is an immediate human reaction that was regarded by ancient Iranians and in the
Zoroastrian religion as a sacred, religious, and divine duty. It was considered a praiseworthy
act and an obligation that had to be fulfilled. Vengeance is an essential element of Iranian myths
and epics and forms the core of many heroic narratives. When enemies threatened Iran, its
borders, or the royal throne, or caused disorder within the country, Iranians felt compelled to
seek justice and avenge the victims. They viewed this duty as sacred and necessary. Among
ancient Iranians, vengeance was seen as a force that assisted destiny in punishing those who
killed innocent people. Unlike modern views, revenge was considered a holy and divine act.
They believed that if an innocent person was murdered and his relatives failed to avenge him,
God would eventually take revenge on the killer. Warfare and heroism are major elements of
epic literature, and in the martial stories of ancient Iran, conflicts between opposing forces are
often motivated by vengeance.

These acts of revenge sometimes occur within Iran itself, involving conflicts among Iranians,
such as Sudabeh’s hostility toward Siyavash. In other cases, they take place across borders and
involve Iranians, Turanians, and other enemies, such as Kay Khosrow’s revenge against
Afrasiyab. A large part of Iranian epic literature centers on wars, whether single combat or
large-scale battles. These conflicts often result in the deaths of important figures, whose
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relatives later seek vengeance. This is especially true when the victim is a king or prince, whose
death makes revenge a sacred obligation. The desire for revenge can be regarded as one of the
strongest motives behind wars and the actions of warriors. According to the moral principles
reflected in Iranian epics, those who commit evil will eventually face punishment, especially
if their wrongdoing is directed against members of the royal family. Anyone who causes harm
or takes a life will ultimately be punished. Ancient Iranians held kings in high esteem and
emphasized obedience both to God and to the king. Because kings and princes occupied a
special position, shedding their blood was considered a grave offense, and it was believed that
those responsible would meet a tragic fate. Ancient Iranians viewed revenge as a force aligned
with Ahura Mazda. They believed that the avenger acted as an agent of destiny and that
punishment was part of a divine order. Retribution was seen as a natural law, and therefore one
who avenged a murdered person was carrying out the will of fate. Revenge and blood
vengeance are among the most prominent themes in Iranian mythology.

For Iranians, taking revenge on an enemy was a sacred act. Although Iranians have long been
associated with kindness and compassion, and although the Avesta praises peace and
reconciliation and discourages hostility and conflict, revenge was still regarded as necessary
when justice demanded it. In such cases, vengeance was praised, encouraged, and considered
a duty. The tradition of revenge in Iranian mythology dates back to the pre-Islamic period.
According to the teachings found in ancient Iranian texts, which shaped moral values and social
behavior, the people of ancient Iran were generally peace-loving, harmless, and free from traits
such as envy and betrayal. Nevertheless, revenge remained an important and sacred principle
in their culture.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study show that the ritual of revenge in Iranian myths and epics was carried
out for various personal and social reasons. It was more than a simple instinctive reaction; it
reflected the moral, religious, and social values of ancient Iranian society. Revenge played an
important role in shaping both the warrior ethos and the cultural identity of ancient Iranians.
Therefore, revenge was regarded not only as a natural human response but also as part of a
moral order and divine destiny. It was considered one of the main driving forces behind the
heroic and martial narratives of ancient Iran. In the story of Zarir, revenge takes a social form
and is primarily aimed at retribution and the punishment of the enemy, usually within the
context of warfare.
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