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Abstract

The present study aims to provide a comprehensive examination of the impact of myths on the cultural and social identity
of Iranians, seeking to analyze the position of these foundational narratives from historical, theoretical, and functional
perspectives. Myth, as one of the oldest meaning-making instruments of human society, not only constructs the fundamental
frameworks of individual and national identity but also, in the tension between tradition and modernity, offers a platform
for cultural resistance and the reconstruction of meaning. Drawing on classical literary texts (such as the Shahnameh) and
contemporary studies in the social sciences, this article demonstrates how Iranian myths, particularly heroic myths, have
played a central role in shaping the beliefs, values, and social patterns of Iranians. In addition to analyzing the functions of
myth in literature and folklore, the study addresses the challenges of interpreting myth within the context of modern
transformations, its contemporary reinterpretation, and its identity-related and gender-related functions. Emphasizing the
dynamic capacity of myths in responding to contemporary issues, the article concludes that myth continues to constitute a
discursive resource for redefining identity and fostering social cohesion in contemporary Iran.

Keywords: Myth, Cultural Identity, Iranian Literature, Gender, Folklore, Contemporary Reinterpretation, Collective
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Myth has always been one of the most
enduring symbolic foundations through which
societies interpret existence, organize
collective memory, and construct cultural
identity. In Iranian civilization, myths are not
merely remnants of premodern imagination or
literary ornamentation; rather, they function as
deep narrative structures through which
Iranian society has understood its origin,
continuity, crisis, resistance, and moral order.
The present study examines the reflection of
myths in the formation of Iranian cultural and
social identity from the Shahnameh to the
contemporary era, emphasizing that myth
operates

simultaneously as  memory,
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discourse, symbolic capital, and a mechanism
of cultural reproduction. Iranian myths,
especially those centered on heroic figures
such as Rostam, Siavash, Arash, Fereydun,
Zahhak, Jamshid, Kayumars, and the
Simurgh, have played a constitutive role in
shaping ideas of courage, justice, sacrifice,
sovereignty, national belonging, and collective
endurance. From a theoretical perspective,
myth can be understood as a meaning-making
system that transforms historical anxieties,
existential fears, and social aspirations into
symbolic narratives capable of being repeated,
reinterpreted, and transmitted across
generations (1, 3). In the Iranian context, this

function is closely tied to cultural memory,
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because myths have preserved collective
experiences and transformed them into
durable forms of identity that continue to
inform social imagination (12, 18). Therefore,
the study approaches myth not as a fictional
residue of the past, but as a living cultural
language through which Iranians have
repeatedly

negotiated the relationship

between tradition and transformation,
continuity and rupture, and local identity and
global change (2, 9).

The theoretical framework of the study is
based on interdisciplinary mythological,
sociological, literary, and cultural approaches.
Classical theories of myth emphasize its role
in explaining origins, sacred events, and
archetypal human experiences, while modern
approaches view myth as a semiotic,
ideological, and cultural system embedded in
social  institutions,  political  discourse,
literature, ritual, and collective memory (1, 4).
From this standpoint, myth is distinct from
legend, folktale, and ordinary narrative
because it carries a symbolic and collective
function that exceeds entertainment or local
storytelling. Myth creates models of action,
legitimizes values, and provides interpretive
codes for understanding crisis, suffering,
justice, power, gender, and social order.
Campbell’'s concept of the heroic journey is
particularly useful for understanding Iranian
heroic myths, because many Iranian
narratives represent the hero as a figure who
crosses danger, exile, injustice, and death in

order to restore meaning or defend the

collective body (3). At the same time, Barthes'’s
semiotic account of myth helps explain how
myth  naturalizes values and political
meanings, turning historically produced ideas
into seemingly self-evident truths (4). This is
especially important in Iranian cultural history,
where myths have served both as tools of
cohesion and as instruments of critique. They
may strengthen social order by presenting
ideal kingship, heroic masculinity, ethical
sacrifice, and communal loyalty, but they may
also challenge domination by dramatizing
rebellion against tyranny, as in the mythic
opposition between Zahhak and Kaveh. Thus,
I[ranian myth must be read as a dynamic
symbolic field that produces both continuity
and contestation (6, 10).

The study shows that the Shahnameh
occupies a central position in the
crystallization of Iranian mythic identity.
Ferdowsi’s epic is not simply a literary
monument; it is a cultural archive in which pre-
Islamic myth, heroic memory, political
imagination, and ethical reflection are
integrated into a coherent narrative of Iranian
existence. The figures of Rostam, Siavash,
Fereydun, Zahhak, Kay Khosrow, Jamshid,
Zal, and the Simurgh embody different
dimensions of Iranian identity: heroic
resistance, tragic innocence, righteous
rebellion, fallen sovereignty, wisdom, healing,
and rebirth. Rostam functions as a symbol of
collective strength and patriotic endurance,
while Siavash represents innocence, sacrifice,

and the moral trauma of unjust power. The
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Simurgh, as a figure of knowledge, protection,
and renewal, connects the human world to a
higher symbolic order and demonstrates the
link between nature, wisdom, and cultural
survival. In this regard, the Shahnameh gives
narrative form to the idea of Iran not merely as
territory, but as a moral and cultural horizon
sustained through memory, language, and
symbolic continuity (5, 16). The repetition and
reinterpretation of these mythic figures in
Persian poetry, oral traditions, visual arts,
theater, cinema, and political discourse
indicate that Iranian myths have remained
active beyond their original literary context.
They have repeatedly appeared in moments of
foreign invasion, political instability, social
crisis, and identity anxiety, functioning as
resources for symbolic resistance and cultural
reconstruction (6, 17). Consequently, the
Shahnameh may be understood as a bridge
between myth and nationhood, because it
translates dispersed mythic materials into a
shared cultural grammar through which
generations of Iranians have imagined
themselves as members of a historical and
moral community.

Another major finding of the study concerns
the role of myth in rituals, popular culture, and
collective memory. Iranian myths have never
been confined to written literature; they have
also lived in festivals, mourning practices, oral
storytelling, children’s games, proverbs, local
traditions, religious performances, and
everyday symbolic practices. Rituals such as

Nowruz, Yalda, Sadeh, Chaharshanbe Suri,

and mourning traditions contain mythic layers
related to renewal, light and darkness, death
and rebirth, purification, sacrifice, and
collective endurance. These rituals allow
society to reactivate mythic time and transform
abstract cultural memory into embodied
communal experience (11, 12). In this sense,
myth is not only remembered; it is performed.
Through ritual repetition, Iranian society
renews its relationship with the past and
creates a sense of continuity between
generations. Myths also function as tools of
ethnic and cultural linkage in a society marked
by linguistic, regional, religious, and ethnic
diversity. While different Iranian groups may
preserve distinctive local variants of myths,
figures such as Arash, Rostam, the Simurgh,
and Zahhak provide shared symbolic
references that help produce a broader sense
of Iranian belonging (2, 15). This does not
mean that myth erases diversity; rather, it
creates a flexible symbolic field in which
diversity can be integrated into a larger cultural
imagination. Therefore, myth contributes to
social cohesion not by imposing uniformity, but
by offering recurring symbolic forms that
different communities can reinterpret within
their own local and historical contexts (9).

The article also emphasizes the contemporary
rereading of myth, particularly through gender-
oriented, feminist, postcolonial, and political
interpretations. Traditional readings of Iranian
mythology have often privileged male heroes,
kings, warriors, and paternal genealogies;

however, contemporary scholarship has
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drawn attention to the agency, complexity, and
symbolic importance of women in Iranian
myths. Figures such as Tahmineh, Rudabeh,
Farangis, Sudabeh, Mandana, and Anahita
reveal that women in myth are not merely
passive or marginal characters, but can be
interpreted as bearers of wisdom, desire,
ethical decision-making, lineage, fertility,
resistance, and cultural continuity (7, 8).
Feminist rereadings therefore expose both the
patriarchal structures embedded in myth and
the emancipatory possibilities that can be
recovered from mythic narratives (14, 19). In
addition,  postcolonial and ideological
approaches show that myth can be mobilized
either to reproduce domination or to resist it.
Myths may naturalize authority, nationalism,
gender hierarchy, or ethnic boundaries, but
they may also become instruments for critique,
especially when reinterpreted by marginalized
groups, women, intellectuals, artists, and
social movements (4, 13). In contemporary
Iran, mythic images have appeared in poetry,
cinema, protest culture, visual arts, digital
media, and political discourse as symbolic
tools for articulating injustice, hope,
resistance, and collective self-recognition (6,
10). This demonstrates that myth is not a static
inheritance, but a living discourse whose
meanings change according to historical
conditions and interpretive communities.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that
myths have played a decisive role in the
formation, preservation, and reconstruction of

Iranian cultural and social identity from

classical literature to the contemporary era.
I[ranian myths have served as symbolic
frameworks for understanding origin, crisis,
justice, sacrifice, resistance, gender, memory,
and collective belonging. Their importance lies
not only in their antiquity, but in their continuing
capacity to generate meaning under new
social and historical conditions. From the
Shahnameh to modern literature, from ritual
practices to visual and digital culture, and from
national memory to feminist and critical
rereadings, myth remains a central language
through which Iranian society interprets itself.
The persistence of myth in Iranian identity
indicates that cultural continuity is not
produced by simple repetition of the past, but
by the active reinterpretation of inherited
narratives in response to present challenges.
Thus, myth continues to function as a
discursive resource for social cohesion,
cultural resistance, ethical reflection, and the
ongoing redefinition of Iranian identity in the

tension between tradition and modernity.
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