Culture and Folk Literature
E-1SSN - 2423-7000

Vol. 13, No.65
November-Desember 2025
Research Article

The Ritual Conflict of Life and Death and Its Symbolic
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Abstract

Iranian fairytales symbolically reflect the eternal conflict between good and
evil, or in mythological terms, Ahura and Ahriman. These tales, in both
structure and content, represent a ritual and ontological conflict that extends
from the beginning of creation to its end. The present study aims to analyze
the symbols of life and death in these tales and to explain their relationship
with the cultural, religious, and mythological systems of Iran, thereby
exploring the symbolic structure of these narratives. The analyses are based
on The Morphology of Magical Tales by Pegah Khadish, since all the tales in
this book fall under the category of fairytales according to the Aarne—
Thompson classification, and Khadish has remained faithful to the original
versions of the tales during compilation. The method of data analysis is
descriptive-analytical and relies on library sources. The findings indicate that

1. This article is extracted from Reyhaneh Askari's MA thesis under the supervision of
Ghodratollah Taheri.

2. PhD Graduate in Persian Language and Literature, Faculty of Humanities, Tarbiat Modares
University, Tehran, Iran.

https://orcid.org/ 0000-0002-7894-4613

3. Associate Professor of Persian Language and Literature, Faculty of Literature and
Humanities, Shahid Beheshti University, Tehran, Iran.

https://orcid.org/ 0000-0003-0928-5148

Copyright: © 2025 by the authors. Submitted for possible open access
publication under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY- NC) license https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

38

Received: 24/01/2025
Accepted: 08/07/2025

* Corresponding Author's E-mail:
Gh-Taheri@sbu.ac.ir


https://journals.modares.ac.ir/index.php?sid=11&slc_lang=en
mailto:Gh-Taheri@sbu.ac.ir

Culture and Folk Literature
E-1SSN - 2423-7000

Vol. 13, No.65
November-Desember 2025
Research Article

recurring elements such as the bottle of life, demons, fairies, the sacred fruit,
and heroes all contribute to the depiction of a dual structure of life and death.
These elements are interwoven with pre-texts from religious and
mythological sources; thus, magical tales possess a ritual dimension that
reflects ancient cultural and cosmological foundations.

Keywords: life; death; ritual struggle; magical tales; religious texts; symbol.

Introduction

Iranian fairytales symbolically embody a ritual and ontological struggle
between life and death; a conflict that, on the mythological level, appears as
the confrontation between Ahura and Ahriman, and on the narrative level,
takes shape through symbols such as the bottle of life, fairies, demons, and
the sacred fruit. Many fairytales can be seen as reflections of the ancient
human desire to return to primordial time; a mythical age in which life and
goodness triumph over death and evil. The present study aims to analyze
these symbols and explain their relationship with religious, cultural, and
mythological systems of Iran, approaching magical tales as symbolic and
ritualistic texts.

Literature Review

In the field of folklore studies, approaches such as the theories of Mircea
Eliade, Vladimir Propp, and Mehrdad Bahar emphasize the ritualistic and
mythological structures of narrative texts. In Iran, scattered research has
been conducted on the theme of death in fairytales: Mirzaei«s thesis (2017)
examined the concept of death in folk narratives; Ghafoori (2018)
investigated the motif of return from death; Yousefi et al. (2021) analyzed
death-consciousness and rebirth. Nevertheless, the interplay of life and death
as a ritual struggle in fairytales has rarely been explored. This study defines
its innovation on three levels: first, focusing on fairytales as a distinct
subgenre; second, analyzing the fundamental symbols of life and death in
connection with religious and mythological traditions; and third, interpreting
these symbols as meaning-making cultural constructs.
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Objectives and Research Questions
The main objective of this study is to explore the symbolic representations of
life and death in Iranian fairytales and to clarify their relationship with
mythological and religious systems. Accordingly, the following questions
are posed:
1.Through what symbols are life and death represented in magical tales?
2.What relationship do these symbols have with religious, ritualistic, and
mythological pre-texts?
3.How do recurring elements such as the bottle of life, the sacred fruit,
demons, fairies, and the hero recreate the symbolic structure of life
and death?

Corpus

The corpus of the study consists of one hundred magical tales collected in
The Morphology of Fairytales by Pegah Khadish. This book, using the
Aarne—Thompson classification system and Propp«s method, categorizes
Iranian fairytales. Data were collected through library research and the close
reading of the full texts of the tales.

Methodology

The methodology of this research is descriptive-analytical. It seeks, first, to
describe the representations of life and death in fairytales and, second, to
analyze the symbolism of these narratives within their cultural and religious
pre-texts. This study is situated within the broader framework of qualitative
research and relies on library-based sources for the description and analysis
of its data.

Analysis and Discussion

To examine the ritual struggle of life and death and its symbolic
representation, the study analyzes the tales along three axes: (1) the structure
of beginnings, (2) the presence and function of life and death, and (3) the
endings of the tales. Within this framework, the role of key symbols such as
demons, fairies, the bottle of life, and the hero, are analyzed in order to
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clarify the symbolic structure of the tales in relation to Iran«s mythological
and religious systems.

1.Beginnings: The tales often begin with a disruption of primordial
order. For example, the theft of the sacred fruit, hero«s encounter
with a fairy, or anxieties surrounding lineage. On the mythological
level, such disruptions parallel the intrusion of Ahriman into Ahuric
creation.

2.Central Symbols: The main symbols of life and death include the
sacred fruit, the fairy, the demon, and the bottle of life. The sacred
fruit symbolizes knowledge, fertility, and vitality; the fairy embodies
the feminine principle and generativity; the demon represents death
and destruction; and the bottle of life signifies the fragility and
limitations imposed by mortality.

3.The Hero’s Role: The hero, through a ritualistic journey (descent into
the other worlds, battle with the demon or shattering of the bottle of
life), restores the primordial order. This narrative pattern recalls the
cosmic battle between Ahura and Ahriman and the eschatological
vision of a deathless world.

4.Endings: The tales generally conclude with the triumph of good over
evil, the hero«s marriage, and the restoration of order. On a deeper
symbolic level, such endings reflect the religious and mythological
vision of human immortality in Iranian thought.

Conclusion

Fairytales can thus be understood as ritual reenactments of the conflict
between life and death. The meaning and function of their central symbols
become clear only when considered in relation to religious and mythological
pre-texts. The happy endings, such as marriage, celebration, and the
restoration of order, symbolically echo the imagery of immortality in Pahlavi
and Islamic texts. From this perspective, Iranian Fairytales not only preserve
mythological heritage but also offer a cultural response to humanity«s
fundamental anxiety about death. Through their ritual narratives, these tales
provide a collective means of confronting mortality, sustaining hope for
immortality, and envisioning a return to primordial order.
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Figure 1. The Ritual Cycle of Life and Death in Iranian Magical Tales
Beginning of the Narrative

Disruption of Order (theft of the sacred fruit, encounter with the fairy,
etc.)

Call to the Hero
!
The Hero’s Journey to the Otherworld (underworld, well, perilous path)

Confrontation with the Symbols of Death (bottle of life, demon, spell)

Hero’s Victory and Destruction of Death Symbols (breaking the bottle,
slaying the demon)

Restoration of Order (marriage, rescue of the fairy, hero’s kingship)

Ending: Enduring life, immortality, absolute good
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Figure 1. The Ritual Cycle of Death and Life in Iranian Fairy Tales
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Figure 2. Correlating the Structure of Fairy Tales with the Conflict between Ahura and

Ahriman in Iranian Mythology
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