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Purpose: Marcel Danesi defines the "dangerous discourse™ as the
systematic use of language, metaphor, and symbols to construct
threat, redefine reality, naturalize violence, and legitimize
domination. This discourse, relying on the "big lie" and "emotional
othering™ and utilizing "metaphorical framing," leads to creating an
atmosphere of fear, mind control, and division within society. In
Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, Zahhak the serpent-shouldered king is a
prominent example of such mechanisms; a mythical ruler who
seizes the throne through deceit and legitimizes his violence
through language and behavior. He constructs the enemy as the
"other" and presents geographical boundaries as logical constraints.
Method and Research: This study, using an analytical-descriptive
method and based on library research, examines the verses of
Shahnameh related to Zahhak along two axes: (1) legitimizing
domination through dangerous discourse, (2) sowing division
through metaphorical frameworks and creating false dichotomies.
Findings and Conclusions: the findings show that Zahhak’s
language is not merely a narrative tool but a mechanism for
reproducing domination. The simultaneous cycle of legitimizing
violence and weakening social cohesion forms the pattern of power
sustainability described by Danesi in his theory. This analysis
establishes a connection between the classical narrative of
Shahnameh and contemporary patterns of power discourse.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Language, as a means of conveying meaning and communication, gains greater significance
within the framework of discourse. In fact, language is a system of signs and rules that people
use to produce and understand meaning. Language includes grammatical structures,
vocabulary, and phonology. Discourse refers to the way language is used in texts or real
conversations and analyzes speech and writing patterns within various cultural, social, and
historical contexts. Discourse goes beyond vocabulary and sentences to mean the manner of
communication, transmission of ideologies, and cultural and social representations.

Therefore, discourses use language to create implicit meanings and cultural signs. Language in
discourse is employed in a way that both the receiver and the sender can generate more complex
concepts than just literal meanings. Dangerous discourse refers to a type of speech or writing
that can have negative or dangerous consequences for individuals or society. This type of
discourse usually leads to social tension, violence, or identity crises. Danesi believes that
language is not only a communication tool but also actively involved in shaping social
structures and power relations. Dangerous discourses may be based on offensive, derogatory,
or discriminatory language and can contribute to the institutionalization of hostile discourses in
society. “Such discourse may marginalize certain identities while strengthening others. This
process can lead to circumstances where crises and tensions increase” (Danesi, 2024:23-24). A
prominent example of such a situation can be seen in the reign of Zahhak; where language,
narrative, and his symbolic actions, by praising evil, legitimizing the demon, and instilling fear
in society, resulted in the establishment of a dangerous discourse. This discourse, by combining
lies, violence, denial of virtue, elimination of opponents, and inducing anti-development
patterns, not only redefined the power structure in favor of the demonic rule but also created
conditions in which the destruction of agriculture, elimination of livelihoods, and destruction
of social solidarity became normal.

Methodology

The research method of this article is theoretical in nature and organized based on data
collection through library methods. Within this framework, primary sources have been utilized,
and text analysis has been conducted based on the conceptual framework and theoretical model
of Danesi in the field of "risky discourse"”; an approach that enables a deep examination of the
semantic and semiotic layers of the text.

Discussion

Lying and hate speech are two aspects of a destructive communication mechanism that, through
constructing threats, other and inducing fear, pave the way for violence and social crisis. From
Marcel Danesi's perspective, language in such a context is not merely a tool for message
transmission but an active agent in shaping and reproducing power structures; therefore,
"dangerous discourses," relying on lexical, metaphorical, and symbolic patterns, rewrite reality
and organize social relations in the framework of the "us/them" dichotomy. One of the most
effective tools of this discourse is metaphor; because it reconstructs meaning at the cognitive
level and, by reframing phenomena, legitimizes violent or anti-virtue actions. From Lakoff to
Danesi, the role of metaphor in producing abstract concepts and its capacity for deception have
been highlighted; so much so that big lies only become effective when planted metaphorically
and repeated through symbols and mental images. Denial discourses are also part of the same
network; a strategy that, by distorting or omitting parts of reality, absolves the agent of power
from responsibility and redefines the situation in a way that cruelty appears natural or even
necessary. Mind control at the semiotic level also follows this logic: providing false
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information, arousing emotion, simultaneously activating cognitive and emotional brain
regions, and softening the language of violence.

An analysis of the Shahnameh shows that the reign of Zahhak is a perfect example of this
discursive network. Zahhak enters the power arena from the start through the deception of
Satan; a deception that, through emotional metaphors (“falling in love™) and moral legitimation,
represents patricide as a "natural transfer of power." Then Satan, in the guise of Khaligar, enters
the court as a deceptive infiltration with false identity construction and creative language. The
denial discourse is also clearly evident in Zahhak’s behavior; from denying responsibility for
the murder of youth and feeding their brains to snakes to portraying himself as a king without
a mark of tyranny. Additionally, the attack on the "bull as a resource"” and the destruction of
Fereydun’s refuge on a symbolic level represent the elimination of sources of life and the threat
to social foundations. Against Kaveh, Zahhak, through document forgery ("in the presence")
and constructing a hidden enemy, tries to conceal structural violence behind the mask of official
language. The order to block water passages is an example of geographical and semiotic control
of communications that operates at the core of the dangerous discourse. Ultimately, Zahhak’s
jealousy and his attempt to kill Jamshid’s sisters are actions in which the language of erasure
and violent acts transform into an ideological message. Overall, the Shahnameh narrative
shows that Zahhak’s reign is not merely a regime based on physical violence but the
embodiment of an organized discourse of lies, denial, metaphor-making, and mind control that
consolidates the demonic power structure.

Conclusion

Zahhak in the Shahnameh is represented as an archetype of power that bases its domination not
merely on force but on discursive and psychological mechanisms. By metaphorically redefining
binaries such as light/darkness, good/evil, and ruler/rebel, he creates a symbolic order that steers
the collective mind toward emotional and irrational alignments. In this order, the "big lie" is the
main tool for producing reality; a fabricated reality in which absolute good is concentrated in
the figure of the ruler and absolute evil is portrayed in the face of the opponents. This process,
as the second hypothesis of the study showed, leads to the collapse of social cohesion and the
incapacity of the people to form a united front against power. In modern terms, Zahhak is the
founder of a kind of "mind engineering” that, by linking legitimate violence with ancient
cultural meanings, creates a self-sustaining cycle of domination, fear, and division. At a broader
level, this semiotic reading of Zahhak transcends myth and connects to the realm of modern
discourse and power theories; because the display of how the "dangerous other" is produced
and the construction of threat, from the mythical world to contemporary politics, forms a
continuous spectrum. Thus, Zahhak is not only a historical or mythological figure but also a
linguistic and symbolic model for analyzing the mechanism of the persistence of domination in
mind and society.
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