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Abstract

A considerable part of Persian literature reflects Iranian cultural attitudes toward
animals and records both benevolent and harmful forms of human-animal relations.
This study investigates the foundations underlying human conduct toward animals
in Persian literary texts up to the ninth century AH. Rather than examining animals
as symbolic or allegorical figures, it focuses on the ethical principles governing their
treatment. The central problem is the tension between the exploitation of animals for
human purposes and the compassion shown toward them. The study argues that this
tension can be understood through the distinction among reason ( ‘aql), spirit (rooh),
and soul/life (nafs or jaan). Although animals are generally considered inferior to
humans in reason and rational speech, they share with humans the possession of nafs,
understood as embodied and sentient life. This shared life constitutes the principal
basis for moral consideration. The study further argues that the animal eye functions
in Persian literature as the most tangible sign of this shared nafs, a theory originally
proposed by the Iranian scholar Hassan Jafaritabar. Through reciprocal gaze, animals
become recognizable as living and feeling beings similar to humans, generating
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compassion, shame, and restraint. The resulting ethical tendency may be described
as an ethics of minimal harm, according to which unnecessary suffering should be
avoided.
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Introduction

This study examines the foundations of human behavior toward animals in Persian
literature up to the ninth century AH. Human interaction with animals includes care,
domestication, hunting, slaughter, consumption, transportation, trade, and other
forms of use. The purpose here, however, is not to classify these practices, but to
identify the intellectual and ethical principles that made compassion toward animals
possible within Persian literary culture.

The central question concerns the dialectic of compassion and exploitation: how can
humans use animals instrumentally while simultaneously expressing pity for them
and condemning excessive cruelty? Persian intellectual traditions often distinguish
humans from animals through reason, speech, knowledge, freedom, or spirit. Yet
humans and animals share a more fundamental characteristic: both possess nafs or
Jjaan, that is, living and sentient existence. Because animals experience pain, fear,
pleasure, desire, and other affective states, their suffering becomes morally
intelligible to humans.

The study reconstructs an ethical basis for animal protection from literary and
intellectual materials. Its central proposition is that the possession of life itself can
generate a demand for restraint. This principle is expressed through an ethics of

minimal harm: even where human use of animals is accepted, unnecessary suffering
should be avoided.

Literature Review

Previous scholarship on animals in Persian literature has generally focused on their
allegorical, symbolic, mythological, rhetorical, or narrative functions rather than on
principles governing human treatment of actual animals. The present study therefore



differs from research on fables, animal symbolism, epic representations, and literary
imagery.

Research Methodology

The study employs a qualitative, library-based, and interpretive method. It examines
literary, ethical, philosophical, mystical, historical, and religious texts in order to
identify recurring concepts through which human-animal relations are understood.
Particular attention is given to ‘aql (reason), rooh (spirit), nafs or jaan (soul/life),
sentience, suffering.

The analysis first distinguishes spirit from soul/life and human rationality from
animal sentience. It then examines literary representations of animal pain, fear,
pleasure, grief, and desire. Finally, it investigates the eye as a bodily sign through
which the animal’s otherwise invisible inner life becomes perceptible to the human
observer.

Findings

The first major finding is that Persian literary and intellectual traditions commonly
distinguish humans from animals through reason and rational speech. In works such
as Kalileh va Demneh, human superiority is associated with ‘ag/ and notq. Nasser
Khosrow likewise relates humanity to reason and the capacity to acquire knowledge.
Yet the absence of human-like rationality does not make animals morally
insignificant. On the contrary, their inability to speak, justify their actions, or defend
themselves can intensify their vulnerability.

This idea appears in the recurring description of animals as zabaan-basteh
(speechless), literally ‘tongue-bound’. Since animals cannot be held responsible in
the same way as rational human agents, punishing them as if they possessed full
moral accountability is regarded as questionable. Moral responsibility therefore rests
principally upon the rational human being rather than upon the animal that cannot
defend itself by speaking.

The second major finding concerns the distinction between spirit (rook) and soul/life
(nafs or jaan). Persian philosophical and mystical texts sometimes use these terms



interchangeably, yet the article draws an important conceptual distinction between
them. Spirit may be understood as immaterial, universal, divine, or independent of
the body, whereas nafs is closely connected with embodied life. Thus, even where
animals are denied full rationality or spirit, they remain possessors of nafs.

This shared nafs is ethically important because it includes sensation and affective
experience. Persian literary texts portray animals as hungry, frightened, joyful,
grieving, attached to their offspring, and distressed by violence. Animals therefore
appear not merely as biological organisms but as living beings possessing an inner
experiential life. Their capacity to suffer establishes an ethical resemblance between
them and human beings.

The article consequently identifies life itself as the primary foundation of moral
consideration. This principle appears in literary formulations such as the famous
injunction attributed to Ferdowsi not to harm an ant carrying a grain because it
possesses life and life is precious. The ethical logic is straightforward: the creature
deserves consideration because it possesses jaan. Its life matters to it just as human
life matters to humans.

The study further argues that the most visible sign of this shared inner life is the eye.
Although nafs itself is invisible, the eye makes the animal’s living presence
perceptible. It thus becomes a literary and cultural sign of animal subjectivity. When
an animal looks directly at a human being, it may cease to appear merely as an object
of use and instead emerge as a living creature capable of returning the human gaze.
Such an encounter can generate sympathy, hesitation, and especially shame.

Several literary examples reinforce this pattern. Classical narratives describe the
difficulty of slaughtering or hunting animals whose eyes confront the human
observer. The gazelle is particularly significant because Persian poetry repeatedly
emphasizes its beautiful and human-like eyes. In stories concerning Majnoon,
captive gazelles are released because their eyes remind him of Leyli. Other passages
likewise connect the gaze of deer and gazelles with reluctance to kill them. In this
literary imagination, resemblance becomes a source of compassion: the more visibly
the animal resembles a human living subject, the more difficult it becomes to treat it
merely as an object.

The article also considers the opposite situation. Creatures whose eyes are less visible
or less recognizably similar to human eyes, particularly insects and small crawling



animals, have historically tended to evoke less compassion. The argument is not that
such creatures lack life or sentience, but that their subjectivity is less immediately
perceptible to human observers. Accordingly, while nafs constitutes the fundamental
basis of moral relevance, the eye functions as one of its most powerful visible signs.

The findings therefore establish a two-level ethical structure. At the fundamental
level, animals deserve moral consideration because they possess nafs or jaan. At the
perceptual level, the animal eye makes this living subjectivity visible and encourages
human recognition of similarity. Compassion, shame, and restraint may follow from
this recognition.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the ethical status of animals in Persian literature does not
primarily depend upon attributing human reason, rational speech, or spirit to them.
Classical Persian texts frequently distinguish humans from animals in these respects.
Nevertheless, humans and animals share nafs or jaan: both are living and sentient
beings capable of experiencing pleasure, pain, fear, desire, and distress.

This shared possession of life provides the principal foundation for compassion
toward animals. It also explains how Persian literary culture can accept traditional
forms of animal use while simultaneously condemning unnecessary cruelty. The
ethical principle that emerges is therefore not necessarily one of absolute prohibition,
but of minimal harm: where human interaction with animals is accepted, suffering
should nevertheless be reduced as far as possible.

The article’s distinctive contribution lies in connecting this ethical principle with the
literary significance of the animal eye. The eye functions as a tangible sign of the
animal’s inner life. Through reciprocal gaze, the animal becomes recognizable as a
subject rather than merely an object, and the human observer may experience shame,
sympathy, and reluctance to inflict harm.

Persian literature up to the ninth century AH thus reveals a coherent ethical tendency
concerning animals. Humans may differ from animals in reason, speech,
responsibility, and spirit, but both participate in embodied and sentient life.
Recognition of that shared life, made especially powerful through the animal’s gaze,
provides an important foundation for compassion and restraint. In this sense, the
literary tradition examined here offers an indigenous ethical basis for animal



protection: because animals possess life, their suffering deserves moral
consideration, and unnecessary harm to them should be avoided.
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