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Introduction

Death has always been one of humanity's
greatest existential concerns, prompting the
creation of rituals and ceremonies to alleviate
the fear and anxiety associated with it.
Throughout history, Iranian society has
developed rich and diverse customs
surrounding death, burial, and mourning,
deeply rooted in cultural, geographical, and
religious beliefs. However, despite the
availability of valuable ethnographic sources
such as Henri Massé's Persian Beliefs and
Customs and Mahmoud Katiraei's From Clay
to Clay, which document these traditions
during the Safavid and Qajar periods, there is
a lack of systematic anthropological analysis
that interprets these rituals within a coherent
theoretical framework. This study addresses
the gap by examining how these death-related
beliefs and practices have persisted,
transformed, or disappeared over time, and
why some rituals remain resilient while others
fade. Drawing on structuralist, functionalist,
and interpretivist perspectives, this research
aims to providle a comprehensive
anthropological analysis of Iranian death
rituals, exploring their symbolic meanings,
social functions, and adaptability across
changing historical and cultural contexts.

Methodology

This qualitative research adopts a library-
based and documentary analysis approach.
The study examines two primary ethnographic
texts: Henri Massé's Persian Beliefs and
Customs (documenting Safavid to Pahlavi
periods) and Mahmoud Katiraei's From Clay
to Clay (focusing on Tehran's customs).
Supplementary data were drawn from
travelogues of European travelers, works by
Iranian authors (e.g., Sadegh Hedayat), and
various scholarly articles on Iranian funeral
rites. The theoretical framework integrates
three anthropological perspectives: Lévi-
Strauss's structuralism (examining underlying
symbolic structures), Malinowski's
functionalism (analyzing how rituals address
human needs), and Geertz's interpretivism
(interpreting cultural meanings embedded in
symbolic actions). This multi-theoretical
approach  enables a  comprehensive

anthropological analysis of death rituals, their
persistence, transformation, and social
functions across Iranian history.

Results and Discussion

The findings reveal a rich tapestry of death
rituals documented in Massé's and Katiraei's
works, spanning from the Safavid to Qajar
periods. These rituals encompass various
stages: pre-death practices (facing the dying
toward Mecca, reciting prayers, placing agate
inscribed with Imam names under the tongue),
washing and shrouding (using white burial
garments, camphor, and sidr), funeral
processions (carrying the bier with speed,
reciting Quran, women mourning with
disheveled hair), burial customs (placing brick
under the head, pouring water on graves), and
post-burial observances (seventh, fortieth, and
annual  ceremonies, lighting candles,
distributing food) .The anthropological
analysis, framed through structuralism,
functionalism, and interpretivism,
demonstrates that these rituals serve multiple
functions.  Functionally, they address
psychological needs by reducing anxiety
about death, maintaining social cohesion
through collective mourning, and establishing
continuity between the living and the dead.
Rituals like washing the corpse-rooted in
Zoroastrian beliefs about contamination by
the "Nasu" demon-evolved into Islamic
practices using camphor and sidr, reflecting
adaptive responses to changing religious
contexts. Structurally, symbols such as white
shrouds represent purity and transcendence,
while actions like tearing one's collar
symbolize sacrifice and submission to death's
inevitability .The discussion highlights that
many rituals persist due to their practical
functions (e.g., rapid burial preventing disease
spread) and emotional benefits (providing
solace to mourners). However, some
practices, like animal sacrifice or burying
possessions with the dead, have transformed
into charitable acts (distributing food to the
living). The study concludes that death rituals
in Iran demonstrate remarkable resilience,
adapting to socio-economic changes while
maintaining core symbolic meanings that help
Iranians navigate the existential challenge of
mortality.

Conclusion
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This anthropological study of Iranian death
rituals, based on Massé's and Katiraei's
ethnographic works, reveals that beliefs and
practices surrounding death, funerals, and
burial have demonstrated remarkable
continuity from ancient times to the present.
Many rituals persist because they serve
essential functions: reducing anxiety about
mortality, maintaining social cohesion, and
providing psychological solace to mourners.
Practices such as washing and shrouding the
corpse, funeral processions, lighting candles,
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