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Abstract

This study aims to analyze the Arda Wiraz Namag based on Martha Nussbaum’stheory of
moral imagination, a framework that emphasizes the role of narrative'in engaging'the body,
emotions, and moral judgment of the audience. The research adopts*a descriptive-analytical
method based on library sources. The findings reveal thatithe mezal system of the text is
constructed through the interaction of three key mechanismssthe fommation of a sacred
witness, the representation of endlessly repeated punishments, and the use of fear and disgust
as persuasive emotional tools. These elementsitransformymorality from an abstract doctrine
into a lived and embodied experience. The narrative first cteates a state of crisis to generate
the need for certainty, then constructs a sacred witnéss'to establish trust, subsequently depicts
repetitive punishments to stabilize the relationshipfbetween action and consequence, and
finally employs shock and disgust to ifiternalize moral norms at an emotional and bodily
level. Accordingly, the Arda Wiraz\Namagipresents a highly systematic structure of moral

persuasion. .

Keywords: Arda Wir@z Namag, Rifftal_Literature, Rite of Passage, Moral Imagination,
Martha Nussbaum, Narrative, Efaotions, Moral Experience.

\. Introduction

\
Ritual literature extends beyond the representation of religious beliefs and functions as a
nartative” mechafism for shaping moral and spiritual perception. Through storytelling,
allegory, mythology, and representations of the afterlife, such texts transform abstract
concept§, such as good, evil, reward, and punishment into perceptible and emotionally
charged experiences. Among the earliest Iranian examples, Arda Wiraz Namag (The Book
of Arda Viraf), composed in Pahlavi during the Sasanian period, recounts the visionary
journey of the righteous Zoroastrian priest Wiraz into the afterlife. Following a series of
purification rituals and the consumption of a sacred beverage, Wiraz enters a trance-like state
and witnesses the realms of heaven and hell. His testimony subsequently provides the
community with a vivid account of eschatological reward and punishment. Although Arda
Wiraz Namag has been extensively studied from mythological, linguistic, and religious
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perspectives, its narrative mechanisms of moral persuasion have received comparatively little
systematic attention. Martha Nussbaum's concept of moral imagination provides a productive
framework for addressing this gap. Nussbaum emphasizes the role of narrative, emotion,
imagination, and bodily perception in ethical judgment, arguing that stories enable audiences
to experience moral situations in concrete and affective ways rather than merely
apprehending ethical principles as abstract propositions. The present study therefore
examines how Arda Wiraz Namag transforms religious and ethical doctrines into an
embodied and emotionally compelling moral experience. It asks: What narrative and
affective mechanisms enable the text to transform ethical norms from external prescriptions
into an internalized moral reality, and how do these mechanisms correspond o Nussbaum's
theory of moral imagination?

Y. Research Method

This qualitative study adopts a descriptive-analytical approachwbaseden library research. The
primary sources are Arda Wiraz Namag, particularly the edition‘and franslation by Sadegh
Hedayat (114Y7), and Nussbaum's major works, especially Upheavals ofdhought and Love's
Knowledge. The entire narrative was examined to%dentify.its major ritual, narrative, and
affective components, including the initial religious crisis, the selection and purification of
Wiraz, his visionary journey, the representation§ of heaven and hell, the punishments of
sinners, and his return to the earthly world. Theganalysis) focuses on three interrelated
mechanisms: (1) the construction and legitimation @f the sacred witness; (V) the repetitive
and perpetual representation of punishment; and (¥ fear and disgust as affective and somatic
mechanisms of moral persuasion.N\These‘clements® were analyzed through Nussbaum's
theoretical framework to determine hov{ their interaction produces a coherent moral
experience.
\

¥. Results

The findings demonstiate that Arda Wiraz Namag employs a systematic combination of
narrative andhaffegtive strategies to transform religious doctrine into an experiential form of
motal knowledg@ First, the text establishes the credibility of the sacred witness through a
carefully constructed process of legitimation. The narrative begins with a crisis of religious
authorityyand uncertainty concerning the efficacy of established rituals. This crisis creates a
collective need for certainty and truth. Wiraz is then selected because of his exceptional piety
and purity and undergoes a sequence of purification rites, including ablution, donning new
garments, prayer, and the consumption of the sacred beverage. These rituals establish him
not merely as an individual visionary but as a divinely authorized witness whose experience
can function as authoritative testimony for the community. Thus, the persuasive force of the
descriptions of heaven and hell depends largely on the narrative construction of the witness's
credibility. Second, the text uses repetitive and perpetual punishments to establish an
experiential connection between moral action and its consequences. Infernal punishments are
frequently represented through recurring acts of burning, dismemberment, bodily
destruction, and reconstitution. Their repetition transforms punishment from a single penal



&

event into an enduring representation of the causal relationship between sin and retribution.
In terms of moral imagination, repeated exposure to inescapable suffering allows the
audience to perceive the consequences of immoral action not as an abstract doctrinal claim
but as a concrete and enduring experience. The repetitive structure therefore strengthens the
internalization of the text's moral order. Third, fear and disgust constitute powerful
mechanisms of affective and bodily persuasion. The descriptions of hell employ intensely
sensory imagery involving blood, bodily disintegration, putrefaction, vermin, and other
forms of physical abjection. Such imagery engages the audience at a somatic level and
produces an immediate affective rejection of the represented behavior. From a Nussbaumian
perspective, disgust is particularly significant because it establishes boundaries between
purity and abjection and can contribute to moral judgment through embodied percéption. The
text consequently encourages the audience to reject sin not only through ratignal recognition
but also through an affective and bodily response.

¢. Conclusion

The interaction of these mechanisms reveals a coherent structute O(m\oral persuasion in Arda
Wiraz Namag. The narrative first creates a crisiSgof certainty, generating the need for
authoritative knowledge; it then constructs a gacred witness whose legitimacy makes the
visionary experience credible. Subsequently, thé repetition and perpetuity of punishment
stabilize the causal relationship between action and{consequence, while fear and disgust
embed this relationship within the audience's émotiofial and bodily experience. The resulting
process moves from uncertainty to trustyfrom abstract doctrine to imaginative experience,
and from imaginative experienceNto “affective, and somatic internalization. From the
perspective of Nussbaum's theory of meraldimagination, therefore, the apparently excessive
or horrific elements of the namative, should not be regarded merely as mythological
embellishments or instruments of Tatimidation. They function as deliberate techniques of
moral pedagogy through, whicheligious®norms are converted into vivid, memorable, and
emotionally charged experiences. Chestudy demonstrates that the ethical efficacy of the text
derives from the interactions of narrative authority, imagination, emotion, and bodily
perception rather than\from rational instruction alone. Accordingly, Arda Wiraz Namag
provides\a signiﬁcant\example of how ritual and apocalyptic literature can construct and
transmit mosal expegience. The application of Nussbaum's philosophical-literary framework
to this ameientMzanian narrative also demonstrates the potential of moral imagination as an
analytical model for comparative studies of religious and ritual literatures. More broadly, the
findings,suggest that narrative becomes a particularly powerful medium of ethical education
when it ‘engages the reader's cognitive, emotional, imaginative, and somatic faculties
simultaneously.
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