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Abstract

This study conducts a comparative analysis of political discourse embedded
within two foundational texts of religious literature: Arda-Viraf Namag in the
Zoroastrian tradition and Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy in the Christian
tradition. While both texts are often examined for their theological and
eschatological insights, this research reveals that they also serve as
significant political texts, reflecting and shaping the political ideologies of
their respective societies. Using qualitative content analysis and a
multidisciplinary approach—drawing from literature, political theory, and
religious studies—this paper explores how each text uses the narrative
structure of an dfterlife journey to express political ideals, critique ruling
systems, and engage with concepts such as justice, governance, and the role
of religion in political legitimacy.

Although religious literature is frequently treated as apolitical or purely
spiritual, sacred narratives often encode complex political messages. This
paper challenges the conventional separation between religion and politics
in literary analysis by asking: To what extent do Arda-Viraf Namag and
Dante’s Divine Comedy reflect, reinforce, or challenge the political orders of
their time? It hypothesizes that, despite vast cultural and temporal
differences, both works utilize religious metaphors and eschatological
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journeys to address political corruption, articulate ideals of governance, and
define the role of justice in society.
The study employs qualitative content analysis with an interdisciplinary and
comparative methodology, drawing on political philosophy, literary criticism,
and religious studies. It applies the theoretical lens of John Morrow’s "History
of Western Political Thought: A Thematic Introduction” (2005), which
provides a thematic foundation for analyzing core political ideas such as
justice, governance, and social responsibility. Additionally, the
methodological approach is inspired by Ahmadvand and Eslami’s (2023)
framework for analyzing ancient Iranian political thought, combining
historical, literary, and philosophical sources to uncover embedded political
meanings.
Key political themes—such as divine justice, the nature of legitimate
authority, and the relationship between spiritual salvation and social order—
serve as the basis for comparative evaluation.
Both Arda-Viraf Namag and the Divine Comedy are framed around a
visionary journey through the afterlife, during which the protagonist
observes the fates of souls based on their moral conduct. However, beneath
these spiritual narratives lie distinct political agendas:
Arda-Viraf Namag, composed during the Sasanian era, reinforces the divine
legitimacy of the Zoroastrian political order by portraying a cosmology in
which rulers are judged favorably when they uphold divine law (Asha) and
punished otherwise. It utilizes the concept of Khvarenah (divine glory) to
legitimize the monarch's authority and presents a theocratic vision where
spiritual and political hierarchies are intertwined. Governance is portrayed as
a sacred duty aimed at preserving cosmic and social order, and rulers are
depicted as guardians of both moral and political justice.
In contrast, Dante’s Divine Comedy, written during the turmoil of medieval
Italy, especially Florence, takes a critical stance against both political and
ecclesiastical corruption. Dante uses allegory to depict contemporary
political and religious figures in hell or purgatory as punishment for their sins,
especially greed, betrayal, and abuse of power. His critique is both moral and
political, targeting the Papacy and secular rulers alike for deviating from
divine justice. Through figures like Beatrice and Virgil, Dante advocates a
return to virtue and rational governance guided by Christian ethics.
Despite these contextual differences, both works converge on several key
themes:

1. Justice as the Core of Governance: Both texts define the ideal state

as one that ensures divine and social justice. In Arda-Viraf Namag,
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justice is top-down, emanating from the ruler’s spiritual integrity. In
Dante, justice is tied to the accountability of rulers and clerics to
moral laws, often violated in practice.

2. Role of the People: The people are portrayed as both beneficiaries
and victims of political systems. In Arda-Viraf Namag, the people’s
salvation depends on the rulers' piety and moral conduct. In Dante,
the people are often oppressed by corrupt institutions and must be
spiritually awakened to reclaim a moral society.

3. Function of Religion in Politics: In the Zoroastrian text, religion
serves to legitimize political authority, presenting a theocratic
model. In Dante’s Commedia, religion functions as a tool of critique
and reform, urging a separation between spiritual values and the
corrupted Church-state alliance.

4. Salvation as a Political Metaphor: Salvation in both texts is not
merely a private matter but reflects the moral health of the polity.
Hell and heaven are mirrors of the political world. In both, the
afterlife becomes a space of judgment where the political misdeeds
of individuals and institutions are revealed and punished.

The comparative analysis leads to several significant insights:
Multifunctionality of Religious Literature: Both texts demonstrate how
religious narratives can simultaneously serve theological, literary, and
political purposes. Far from being neutral, these stories are deeply political,
embedded with the values, critiques, and aspirations of their time.

Justice as a Transcultural Ideal: Despite the differences in religious
cosmologies, both authors conceptualize justice as the foundational virtue of
governance, suggesting a shared transhistorical concern with ethical
leadership.

Historical Embeddedness: While Arda-Viraf Namag reflects a more idealistic
projection of political order aligned with Zoroastrian divine justice, Dante’s
Divine Comedy represents a realistic critique rooted in lived political
experience and historical personalities.

Narrative as Political Tool: The visionary journey is not only a literary device
but a powerful means of social and political commentary. Both texts use
eschatological storytelling to engage readers in reflecting on the conditions
of their societies.

Cultural Mediation of Governance Models: Each text offers a culturally
specific model of governance—Zoroastrian sacred kingship vs. Christian civic
humanism—and reveals how religious worldviews mediate political
expectations.
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By juxtaposing Arda-Viraf Namag and The Divine Comedy, this study
underscores the political relevance of religious texts and their capacity to
express, critique, and influence the political discourse of their times. The
findings show that eschatological narratives provide more than moral
instruction—they offer a framework for evaluating real-world governance
and societal ethics. This comparative study contributes to broader
discussions in political theology, literary studies, and the historical sociology
of religion by demonstrating how sacred texts reflect and shape the political
imagination across cultures.

Keywords: Ardavirafnameh, Divine Comedy, politics, political thought,
governance
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