AT

Persian Language and Literature Online ISSN: 2676.6770

Former Journal of the Faculty of Literature Print ISSN: 2251-7979

University of Tabriz

“dastan ra” in Shahnameh and Its Synonyms in Persian Dari Texts

Mohammad Hasan Jalalian Chaleshtari

1. Associate Professor, Department of Ancient Culture and Languages, University of Tabriz. Tabriz. Iran. E-mail:

mh_jalalian@hotmail.com

DOI: 10.22034/perlit.2025.67430.3796

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:

Research Article

Received: 09 October 2025
Received in revised form: 13
December 2025

Accepted: 07 January 2026
Published online: 14 July 2026

Keywords:

Shahnameh, Semantics,
Semantic Change, Hapax
Legomenon.

Shahnameh contains unique words, expressions, and constructions that often
resist straightforward interpretation. These linguistic complexities have frequently
led scholars into realms of conjecture, imaginative reconstruction, and aesthetic
interpretation—resulting in a spectrum of divergent and sometimes conflicting
readings. One such enigmatic expression is dastan ra, which has traditionally
been interpreted to mean “for example,” “as a case in point,” or “figuratively.”
However, a closer examination of this phrase within Shahnameh, alongside
analogous expressions in other classical Persian texts—such as xod, hame, and fe-
I-masal—suggests an alternative, previously overlooked meaning: that of hatta
“even.” In early Persian literature, the explicit use of hatta is rare; instead, these
substitute expressions appear to have fulfilled its semantic function. This study
presents textual evidence from Shahnameh and other Persian sources up to the 8th
century AH, demonstrating that these terms and constructions, beyond their more
familiar meanings, were also employed to convey the sense of “even.” Given that
the conventional meanings of the term dastan and the established syntactic roles
of the postposition ra in Persian—along with their historical development—fail to
account for the intended sense of dastan ra in the Shahnameh, a fundamental
question remains unanswered: does dastan ra, when used in the sense of “even,”
represent a deliberate neologism coined by Ferdowsi, or is it the product of a
broader, naturally occurring semantic shift that had already taken shape by his
time?
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The word dastan in Persian has encompassed a variety of meanings. One of its senses is “parable” or
“example,” which, in classical texts—most notably Shahnameh—appears in collocation with verbs
such as “avardan, goftan, zadan, kardan, budan.” In Shahnameh, however, the word seems to acquire,
when followed by the postposition »@, a meaning somewhat distinct from the aforementioned sense.
Dehkhoda’s Dictionary records the phrase dastan ra with the meaning “for instance, for example,” and
cites attestations from Shahnameh to support this usage. Contemporary scholars have likewise
confirmed and reiterated this interpretation. Nevertheless, closer examination suggests that Ferdowsi,
in Shahnameh, employed the expression dastan ra with a semantic force that extends beyond the mere
sense of “for example.”

Evidence from Shahnameh

In Shahnameh, there are several instances of the expression dastan ra. In these verses, the
conventional meaning of “for example” often appears somewhat forced, and it seems that Ferdowsi
intended to convey a sense closer to “even.” For instance:

se farzand-e sayesteye taj o gah/agar dastan ra bovad gah mah “Three sons worthy of crown and
throne, even if the throne were the moon.”

kaz iran agar dastan ra do mard / biyayad, najuyand ba u nabard “If from Iran even if only two men
come, no one would seek battle with them.”

These examples demonstrate that dastan ra in these cases carries the semantic weight of “even.”

Comparison with Other Texts

Abol-Fotuh Razi, in his Tafsir-i Rawz al-Jinan, employs the word dastan as synonymous with “truth,
justice, equity, and righteousness.” This usage is closely related to the Middle Persian term dadestan,
which signified “law, judgment, justice.” Derivatives of this word, such as ham-dastan (“in agreement,
concordant”), also entered Classical Persian. Nevertheless, these meanings appear to have had little
influence on Ferdowsi’s interpretation of the expression dastan ra; rather, he seems to have intended a
sense closer to “even.”

Semantic Substitutes in Persian
Since the word hatta (“even”) was rarely employed in Persian texts from the fourth to the eighth
centuries AH, poets and prose writers resorted to alternative devices to convey this meaning:

e Without explicit marker: impossible or highly improbable conditions that themselves imply the
sense of “even.”
agar bare-ye ahanin-i be pay / Sepehr-at besayad, namani be jay “Even if you were an iron
fortress standing firm, the firmanent will wear you down and you will not remain in place.”

e The word xod in the construction agar xod: for example,

agar xod be zendanam bayad raftan .... “Even if | must go to prison, ....”
U azm-e an hami konad ke in zemestan inja basad, agar xod halak xahad sodan “He resolves
that he will remain here this winter, even if it should lead to his own destruction.”

e The word hame in the construction agar hame: for example,

gar hame Rostam bovad ze pay dar ayad “even if he were Rostam, he would be brought
down.”
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e The expression fe-I-masal: which, in addition to its usual meaning of “for instance,” in certain
contexts acquires the sense of “even.”
Fe-l-mesal gar jan-e Sirin xahad az to sa’el-i / hargez andar cehreye Sirin-e to nayad abas
“Even if a beggar should ask for your sweet life, never would a frown appear upon your
sweet face.”

v-ar fe-lI-mesal c¢o tiq zaban ahanin konam / farsude gardad ar konam owsaf-e to bayan “Even
if I should make my tongue into an iron blade, it would be worn away should | attempt to
describe your qualities.”

gus bar gofiar-e ma kamtar koni / fe-I-mesal gar sura-ye yasin bovad “You may pay little heed
to our words, even if it were the Surah Yasin.”

nist bi parvaneye mostowfiye divan-e u | fe-l-mesal gar yek waraq bad az golestan mibarad
“Nothing departs from his court without the accountant’s authorization, even if a single leaf is
carried off by the wind from the rose garden.”

The point that must be stated here is that in none of these four instances is ‘even’ the sole meaning
of the structure. There is no need to address the first three; however, with respect to ‘fe-I-mesal,” one
might raise the doubt that the sense of ‘even’ is inherently embedded in it, and that the ‘even’ intended
by the present author is a secondary construal derived from the primary sense- ‘for example/for
instance; as a figure; hypothetically’- envisioned by the poets. In truth, there are many cases in which,
to some extent, both readings are possible and a sharp boundary between them cannot be drawn; yet
there also exist numerous attestations in which the sense ‘even’ is in no way recoverable. The
following attestations are examples of the latter:

Sah-e donya fe-1-mesal con atas ast / dur bas az vey, ke duri zu xos$ ast “The king of the world, for
instance, is like fire; keep away from him, for distance from him is pleasant.”

noqteye xal-e siyah-i ke to bar lab dari / fe-1-mesal hast be gerd-e Sekarestan magas-1 “The black
beauty-spot upon your lip is, for instance, like a fly hovering around a sugar-garden.”

These substitutes demonstrate that the Persian language possessed diverse mechanisms for expressing
unexpected inclusiveness or extension beyond the ordinary.

Semantic Analysis of dastan ra

A close examination of the textual evidence indicates that dastan ra in Shahnameh conveys more
frequently the meaning of “even” rather than “for example.” This interpretation aligns with the
definition of hatta (“even”) provided in Farhang-e Soxan: “It is used when one intends to express the
scope of an action not only in relation to ordinary and expected cases, but also to unusual and
unexpected ones.” Accordingly, Ferdowsi, through the employment of dastan ra, was able to
articulate a semantic nuance for which no independent lexical item existed in Persian at the time.

Conclusion

e In Shahnameh, dastan ra signifies “even” rather than merely “for example.”

o This expression appears to have diverged from its original sense of “for instance” and, through
a process of grammaticalization, acquired a new meaning.

e Although it is possible that Ferdowsi himself coined this usage, its absence in later works—
particularly in epic literature heavily influenced by Shahnameh—is a noteworthy
phenomenon.

e Overall, dastan ra exemplifies a semantic shift in Persian, illustrating how a lexical item can
move away from its initial meaning and assume a new grammatical function.

Keywords: Shahnameh, Semantics, Semantic Change, Hapax Legomenon.
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