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Abstract:

The agency of literature is one of the keywords of New Historicism.
New historicists believe that literature is not simply a product of
history; it actively makes history. History, power discourses,
marginalized parts of society, and the mutual relationship between
literature and culture are central concerns in new historicism. Both
Ferdowsi and Shakespeare, although from two diverse cultures and six
centuries apart from each other, their works share similar characteristics
seen from a historical and literary perspective. Ferdowsi was
contemporary with the Samanids age of reviving the Persian language
and culture after a long period of repression. Shakespeare also lived
during the Renaissance age of change in beliefs, views, and
worldviews. In addition, challenging the dominant discourses of power
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and cultural clichés, they created new outlooks towards women in their
respective culture. Women who were so far voiceless and marginalized
during the times, now get an active presence in their works. The
passive, silent Persian woman, kept marginalized for centuries, has an
active role and presence in the Shahnameh. Silent and obedient women
considered sinful during Shakespeare’s era, have a voice and dynamic
presence in his plays. This study tries to depict women’s dynamic
personalities both in their contemporary societies and selected literary
works. By examining the dominant discourses regarding women,
reading their contemporary texts, and analyzing the role of women in
their literary works, it is found that both writers in the selected works
had different viewpoints towards women compared to the dominant
discourses of their time.

Keywords: New Historicism, Ferdowsi, Shakespeare, power discourses,
culture

Introduction

New historicism first developed in 1980s, primarily through the work of
the critic Stephen Greenblatt motivated by Foucault. Unlike traditional
Historicism, new historicists look differently towards the relationship
between the history and literature. New historicists believe that
literature is not simply a product of history; it actively makes history.
The agency of literature in society is one of the key concepts of this
school of thought. Therefore, literature, by challenging the dominant
discourses of power, can provide people with new insights. History,
power discourses, marginalized parts of the society such as children or
women, the constructed character of culture, and, mutual relationship
between literature and culture are central concerns in new historicism.
Examining new Historicist comparative critique, one can deepen his/her
insight not only of various literary works but also of the history of
specific eras of different nations. Both Ferdowsi and Shakespeare,
although from two diverse cultures, share similar characteristics seen
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from a historical and literary perspective. Ferdowsi lived during the
Samanids, the age during which they started to revive Persian language,
culture and thought after a long time of repression. Shakespeare lived
during the Renaissance when the spirit of the age had a new outlook
toward art, literature, philosophy, and man in general. Both Persian and
English literature, language, and culture are largely indebted to these
two great authors whose works have left a legacy in each country.
Although many critics have interpreting these authors’ works through
various literary schools for many years, portrayal of women and their
roles in both authors’ literary texts have been almost a challenging
issue. Some critics call them misogynist writers. However, examining
the dominant discourses of their time considering women, this study
depicts that both authors created new outlooks towards women in their
cultures by challenging the dominant discourses of power and cultural
clichés.

Research method

New historicism based on Stephen Greenblatt‘s perspective provides
the theoretical framework for the analysis and the close reading of the
Shahnameh and the selected plays of Shakespeare. Since history and
literature are of main concepts in New Historicism, the contemporary
history of the two authors has been studied to examine the power
relations and the dominant discourses regarding women. According to
New Historicism, another way to better understand the writers’ attitudes
is being familiar with the contemporary parallel texts to the writers.
Consequently, the famous contemporary writers with Ferdowsi and
Shakespeare and their viewpoints considering women has been
examined as well. Finally, by the close reading of the selected literary
texts from the aforementioned authors, we can get familiar with their
viewpoints towards women and their roles.

Discussion
By studying the contemporary history of Ferdowsi and Shakespeare’s
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era, it can be understood that the dominant discourses of power are
male dominated. During the Ferdowsi’s time in spite of ruling one of
the most powerful dynasties, the Samanids, women did not have an
active role or agency in the society. Furthermore, reviewing the most
famous literary figures at Ferdowsi’s time such as Naser Khosrow and
Gorgani, their male dominated viewpoints within their literary works
are evident. But when the selected characters from the Shahnameh,
Sindokht and Sudabeh, are interpreted, it is obvious that these women
are agent in their world and they have active roles not only on their own
destiny but on other people as well. Unlike the power discourses and
the dominant culture in Ferdwosi’s time, Ferdowsi depicted strong
female characters which represent his different viewpoint towards
women in comparison with that of his time.

On the other hand, Shakespeare lived during an era when a Female
Monarch, Elizabeth I, ruled in a Male World. Although it was ruled by
a female character, the society was male dominated and women were
considered as sinful creatures who were inferior to men. Wife-beating
was a recognized right, and that daughters who resisted their parents’
choice of a husband were “locked up, beaten and flung about the room”
(Ulrich, 2007, p. 74). Crossdressing was a prevailed phenomenon by
which women could not act in the theatre and young boys played their
roles on the stage. Women’s role in Christopher Marlow and Ben
Johnson’s literary works, two most famous literary figures
contemporary to Shakespeare, is very limited or represented as flat
characters not dynamic in their own world. But by creating strong
female characters in his dramas like Portia and Lady Macbeth who were
dynamic in their world, Shakespeare could challenge the power
discourses and cultural clichés and offer new insights to his nation.

Conclusion

Scrutinizing both Ferdowsi and Shakespeare’s contexts, we find out
both authors lived in a patriarchal society. At Ferdowsi’s side, despite
the Samanids noble reputation and the expansive culture of the time, the
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active and effective presence of women in various political, social, and
cultural spheres is not widely observed, and women in this patriarchal
society were almost silent. During Shakespeare’s time, although
England was governed by a strong female ruler for more than four
decades, the majority of women in England had limited social,
economic, and legal rights. Ferdowsi and Shakespeare in spite of these
male-dominated societies, depicted noble, wise, strong, and agent
female characters who were active not only in their own fate but also
effective in others’. In this study both good (Sindokht and Portia) and
evil (Sudabeh and Lady Macbeth) female characters have been
discussed to show that the authors observed the right of presence for
both good and evil women. Consequently, examining both texts and
contexts of these selected works of Ferdowsi and Shakespeare, we can
conclude that they created a subversive literature which challenged the
cultural clichés and the power discourses and they both offered the
people new insights regarding women.
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1. Puritans
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