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Meaning Retrieval through Emotion-Making Tension in
the Zal & Roudabeh Narrative of Ferdowsi’s
Shahnameh; A Discourse-Semiotic Analysis

Seyed Mohammad Hosseini-Maasoum* !, Marjan Akbari?

Abstract
One of the meaning-making phenomena in the perspective of

discourse semiotics is tension. The tension takes the narrative flow out
of its logical path and prompts the main actors to react in order to
resolve this tension and get out of the crisis and challenge. But
sometimes, the tension arouses the feelings and emotions of the main
actors and thus recovers the meaning that is decomposing due to the
tension. This paper calls this phenomenon as Emotion-Making
Tension and analyzes the story of “Zal and Roudabe” from
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh in order to explore such tensions. The main
goal of the present research is to detect the representations of different
emotion-making tensions and their impact on the procession of the
narration and meaning retrieval. Having established the emotion-
making tensions in the narrative, we tried to trace the emotional
impact of these tensions on the performance of the characters. The
analysis revealed that the story begins with a tension, namely the birth
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of an abnormal child, which pushes the main actor (Sam) toward a
reaction and the subsequent incidents are also the result of this very
initial action by Sam in abandoning his child. Also, the most important
tension from the middle to the end of the story is the engagement of
Zal in the forbidden love of Roudabeh. Each one of these tensions can
interfere with the procession of the narrative, but the emotions and
feelings resulting from the tensions prevent the crash of the narrative
current and keep it going in the right direction and toward the removal
of the tension. We also tried to identify the tension relations which are
either external, cognitive and quantitative or internal, affective and
qualitative. The cooperation of these relations in the formation of
meaning and semantic value was investigated in the narrative.
Keywords: discourse semiotics, emotion-making tension, meaning
retrieval, Zal & Roudabeh, narrative

1. Introduction

In its most dynamic form, language is a tool for communication and
transmission of thoughts, opinions and ideas. Literature also uses
literary figures in order to create beauty in words and provide more
pleasure to the reader while conveying the message. But these literary
techniques sometimes lead to ambiguity and the way of meaning
formation and meaning recovery remains hidden from the reader.
Linguistic approaches play an important role in clarifying how
meaning is formed and recovered in literary texts and facilitate the
way to understand this process.

Discursive semiotics is one of the approaches that effectively
provides this tool. This approach tries to explain the formation of
meaning through analyzing discourse. This end is achieved within the
framework of discourse and a plan for the study of signs as a factor in
the formation of meaning in connection to the context. In this regard,
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this approach introduces different types of discourse systems that can
be recognized through literary reading. One of these discourses is the
tension discourse which relies on interaction and correlation.
Believing in the discourse framework and considering the role of the
individual in linguistic productions is necessary for the departure of
meaning studies from the mechanical form and mere action. The
subject is a sensory subject who tends to establish a sensory-
perceptual interaction with everything he sees around him. However,
perception and feeling sometimes create a tense atmosphere in the
discourse and form opposing currents.

2. Research goals and questions:

Since perception and feeling opened their way to meaning studies
through phenomenology, this connection of meaning with
phenomenology ended in approaching the living and dynamic
meaning and not the solid and static meaning. One of the meaning-
making factors in discourse semiotics is tension. tension distracts the
narrative current of its logical routine and urges the main actors to
react in order to solve it. But through arousing the emotions of the
main actors, sometimes one tension recovers the meaning that is
decomposing as the result of another tension.

In this article, we chose the name, emotion-making tension, for this
phenomenon and examined Ferdowsi’s narration, Zal and Rudabeh
from this point of view. We try to investigate how tension is created,
how sensory and perceptual relationship is formed as a result of the
interaction caused by the tension and how meaning is recovered
through tension in the narrative of Zal and Rudabeh. Thus, we seek to
answer the following two questions: 1. How do the tensions created in
the narrative become a way for the emergence of emotions? 2. How do
these emotion-making tensions lead to the recovery of meaning?
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3. Method:

This research assumes that the stimulation of emotions and feelings
caused by the tensions created in the course of the narration, itself
becomes a factor to recover the meaning, maintain the course of the
narration and help to move towards the resolution of the tension. Since
perception, feelings, and emotions find a place to emerge in the
atmosphere of tension, attempts have been made here to identify the
atmospheres of tension that lead to the formation of emotions in this
narrative and study the recovery of meaning through these emotion-
making tensions.

To this end, first, the text of the narrative was examined from the
beginning to the end and the tensions related to each of the characters and
to each part of the story were determined. We, then, identified tension
relations, which are either external, cognitive and quantitative or internal,
emotional and qualitative, to analyze the correlation of these two types of
relations in the formation of meaning and semantic value. After
identifying emotion-making tensions in the text of the narrative, we
examined the acts of the actors in the story to find a trace of the
emotional impact of these tensions on the performance of the characters.

4. Results:

It was found that the beginning of the narrative with the tension of the
birth of a child that is considered abnormal by the dominant norms,
prompts the main actor, Sam, to react, and the subsequent events are
also the result of this initial act of abandoning the child. The most
important tension from the middle to the end of the story is Zal’s
getting engaged in the forbidden love of Rudabeh. Each of these
tensions can disrupt the progress of the narrative. However, the
stimulation of emotions and feelings as a result of tensions prevents
the narrative stream from collapsing and thus leads it towards the
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resolution of the tension and the continuation of the story. In this
narrative, tension is the source of meaning formation and recovery.
The source of these tensions is deviation from social norms. This
deviation from social norms in the narrative takes place in two stages.
The first stage is caused by the game of fate and is beyond human
control. The source of these tensions is deviation from social norms.
In fact, this deviation from social norms in the narrative takes place in
two stages. The first stage is caused by the game of fate and is beyond
human control. This tension is the birth of a child with an unexpected
appearance and white hair, which is the source of initial tension. The
second stage is the forbidden love. But this love is formed with the
knowledge of being forbidden and risky, which is completely
voluntary and is the source of subsequent tensions. Also, by
identifying tension relations that are either external, cognitive and
quantitative or internal, emotional and qualitative, we analyzed the
correlation of these two types of relations in the formation of meaning
and semantic value. What plays the main role in this narrative is
tension, but it is a kind of tension that guides the narrative stream
towards creating and arousing emotion, feelings and perception
between the discourse agents involved in the tension and the
surrounding environment.
This research assumed that these tensions have somehow had a role in
emotional arousal and emotion-making and thus enabled the retrieval
of meaning because if the tension is not controlled in the right
direction, it will not be able to produce meaning. The hypothesis of
the research, namely the effect of emotional tensions in maintaining
the flow of the narrative and moving towards relieving the tension and
restoring the meaning is confirmed. It can be said that in all these
tensions, we are facing high emotional pressure in discourse factors.
This is the result of those very tensions, and that is why we call them
emotion-making tensions.
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